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Chapter 1: It's Hard Enough to Ask Someone Out


  Mizuto Irido ◆Encounter with a black cat


   


  I arrived home after chatting with Isana as usual, and I found a black cat dozing off.


  Of course, I have never had a pet at home. This cat so happened to have black cat ears, a tail, and an alluring costume; it’s just a human in cosplay.


  This situation seemed like the cat was being kept warm by the warmth left behind by its master.


  Luckily, I recognized the person whose body was curled up like a fetus, and her long black hair was spread on the bedsheet.


  “……What’s she doing……?”
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  I looked down at my little stepsister’s sleeping face, letting out a dumbfounded sound.


  She was wearing a miniskirt, and her chest and stomach were as wide open as a swimsuit. I could practically see her cleavage and panties if I changed my angle slightly.


  I closed my eyes at the sight of the white thighs extended from beneath the black skirt hem, and sighed in bewilderment.


  What’s going on here?


  What am I supposed to do?


   


  Yume Irido ◆Student Council Travel Plans


   


  “By the way, Yume-kun, do you have plans for next month’s consecutive holidays?”


  It was October 30th.


  Midterms were over, and I was deciding on a birthday present for Mizuto, feeling completely relaxed when President Kurenai asked me.


  “Consecutive holidays? Now that you mention it….”


  “It’s a three-day holiday from the 21st to the 23rd.”


  The president spoke in her usual dignified voice, with cute cat ears on his head.


  The moment I entered the student council room today, “Halloween!” Asou-senpai announced as she put these on my head. I didn’t understand what that meant at that moment, but it’s October 30th—the day before Halloween, and in Japan, Halloween has somehow taken on an additional meaning of ‘a cosplay day’.


  Asou-senpai, who appeared to have an interest in cosplay, grinned away as she picked up various costumes from the cardboard box and put them on Asuhain-san’s chest. Asuhain-san appeared as though her soul had left her as she remained there, and we were enjoying a brief moment of peace by sacrificing her..


  “23rd…that’s Labor Thanksgiving Day.”


  I had something important to do on the other holiday in November—the 3rd.


  “I don’t really have any plans, why?”


  “Actually, I’m planning a little trip.”


  “A trip…?”


  Not during a long vacation, but a three-day holiday?


  “We don’t have any major events in November, and it’s also a chance to get to know the student council better. I have some family connections who can get us a good place to stay over.”


  “What do you mean, family connections…?”


  What kind of relatives does she have?


  “Oh, you don’t know Yumechi?”


  Asou-senpai said while putting an outfit with swimsuit-like fabric onto Asuhain-san.


  “Suzurin’s family is loaded with money.”


  “Ehhh….”


  Cute, smart, charismatic, and rich? Did you roll a nat 20 at birth or something?


  President Kurenai made a cool, wry smile.


  “It’s a troublesome family with lots of restrictions. However, I can do a few things that ordinary students can’t do because of that, like making reservations at a first-class inn in Arima hot springs.”


  “Eh, Arima hot springs!?”


  Don’t you normally have to make reservations months in advance…?”


  “Arima hot springs is in Kobe, right? It’s rather close this time.”


  Said Asou-senpai, who was being fiercely resisted by a sullen looking Asuhain-san as she tried to take off the latter’s blouse,


  “I guess. It’s an hour’s train ride there. A student’s allowance can get you there and back.”


  Kobe’s in Hyogo Prefecture, right? That’s not so far from Kyoto.


  “You say this time, so what about the last time?”


  “Where did we go last time? Germany?”


  “That’s the one we went to with general affairs senpai, right? The student council went to Hokkaido.”


  Three high school students went to Germany!? What energy do they have…?


  “I didn’t know the student council traveled this much… “


  They went on a stayover trip with Haba-senpai and Hoshibe-senpai, and there still wasn’t development—


  Immediately, President Kurenai and Asou-senpai stared at me in unison.


  “”What?””


  “I-it’s nothing…”


  If it’s the two of them, there’s no way they would have made any progress on a group trip! Yep! It’s normal! Normal!!


  “…A trip, huh…?”


  Come to think about it, I didn’t remember going on many trips. Mom was busy and I was a bookworm. The only trips I remembered clearly were, maybe the school trips back in elementary and middle school…?


  “21, 22 and 23, right?”


  “That’s right. We’ll leave on the 21st and stay for three days and two nights.”


  I should go since I’m invited. While I’m away, mom and Mineaki-san can have some couple time together—wait, November 22?


  …That’s Good Couples Day.


  It could be a blessing in disguise. It’s not often that I can give Mom and Minesaki-san some time off by staying outdoors—and it’s not just me, if I can drag Mizuto out of the house as well.


  “…Erm, just to be sure.”


  “Hm? What is it?”


  “For that trip… can I bring my brother along?”


  I asked even though I felt it was shameless of me.


  If Mizuto would come along with me, our parents could get some free time.


  And more importantly…it’ll be our first trip together since Obon when we went to the countryside.


  Of course, I didn’t think I could bring Mizuto along when he had nothing to do with the student council…!


  While I put up a precautionary barrier in my heart, President Kurenai smiled.


  “Sure, why not!”


  And instead of refusing, she clapped her hands as though she had heard of something good, and, and looked at Asou-senpai.


  “I was just thinking it’ll be pitiful if Joe is the only boy here. Now that you mention it, Aisa, you should invite Hoshibe-senpai too.”


  “What? Me?”


  “Who else? He has decided on his college, so he should have lots of time to spare. Yume-kun, you should ask for your brother’s permission. I don’t think he’ll be interested in traveling. Use all your tricks to invite him along.”


  “T-tricks, as in…?”


  How do I do that?


  I gave Asou-senpai a troubled look. If you ask me, there’s no way that Mizuto would join me on a trip with my friends. How do I convince him…?


  “There are some good ones right there.”


  Saying that, president Kurenai pointed to a cardboard box next to Asou-senpai.


  It’s a cardboard box containing all kinds of cosplay outfits.


  “If you can’t ask him normally, you’ll just have to do something out of the ordinary, right?”


   


  Yume Irido ◆Honey Trap (Jumping the gun)


   


  …I slowly emerged from my little nap.


  Huh? I…fell asleep.


  My consciousness was still blurry, and I vaguely remembered what happened right before I slept. I—


  “…………”


  The moment I lifted my eyelids, I noticed someone standing next to me.


  Mizuto was looking down at me.


  “————!”


  I hastily closed my eyes again. At the same time, the memory before I fell asleep returned to me clearly.


  Yes…it was the end of October. I was ordered to bring Mizuto along for the student council trip, but it was before my important birthday…so I decided to delay it for the time being..


  However, it’s been a week since then, ‘we should finalize the number of people, so you should hurry and invite’. President Kurenai urged me to do so, and I was finally forced to unseal the key item that I had left in my storage over the past week.


  In other words—it’s a black cat cosplay costume that’s as revealing as a swimsuit.


  If I was only going to show it to Mizuto and the seniors anyway, I wondered if it’s possible to wear more revealing clothes that we weren’t allowed to wear during the school festival, and well, it’s a stroke of luck that I was interested in it.


  And before I knew it, I was pressured into wearing this outfit by the seniors ‘we’ll lend this to you, so send us a photo!’ ‘You are free to use it, but you’ll be accused of slacking if you don’t’, and I was cornered with nowhere to retreat.


  I didn’t remember telling the seniors that I liked Mizuto. Asou-senpai probably just wanted to see people cosplay, but President Kurenai definitely seems to believe this. Did she figure it out during the culture festival? Or did Haba-senpai, who’s great at observing people, report it first…


  Either way, I didn’t have the courage to attack him in this outfit, so I decided to wait and ambush Mizuto after returning from school. Strike when he’s shocked, and then invoke the sibling rule! The plan’s to get him to promise me to go on the trip.


  That was the plan…but…


  I sat down on Mizuto’s bed and waited for the master of the room to return. I looked down at my outfit, fidgeted, scanned the room for no reason, and then—


  I didn’t remember anything after that.


  I fell asleep.


  Wh-why at this moment…! My small plans were all messed up!


  I couldn’t even get up as I had instinctively pretended to be asleep. I missed my chance completely. My eyes remained closed as I sensed Mizuto standing next to me, just looking down at me.


  W-What should I do…!? What should I do…!?


  I couldn’t open my eyes, and couldn’t see the state of my short skirt. My pantyhose weren’t in a sorry state, but there’s a possibility that the hem’s messy. I-I’m clear, right? My shorts aren’t showing, right? I couldn’t adjust my legs while pretending to be asleep. …!


  I couldn’t help but notice my unprotected breasts and buttocks. The thought of Mizuto just staring at me like this was causing a faint, inexplicable dread to beat in my chest.


  It felt different to be the one doing this. Seeing and being seen are two different things altogether! Mizuto’s wary and cautious when I look at him, but when he’s looking at me, it’s like he’s basking me with outright desire—


  …No, no, no! Don’t chicken out here! I’m not the old me. I’ve been reborn!


  It’s true this was an accidental scenario that happened because I was sleeping. I was trying to tempt him with these clothes to begin with though! It’s not me being watched here! It’s me acting like I’m being watched! I’m the one flaunting!


  I thought of Higashira-san. That natural succubus let her guard down completely because she’s a friend, and was being an exhibitionist to Mizuto in a way she shouldn’t have to the opposite sex.


  I was going to recreate that.


  I should act defenseless and seduce him …and if he reached his hand out, there! Pin him at that moment, and get him to say that he’ll join me on the trip!


  Copernican turn. Columbus’ egg. The Gordian knot.


  Yume Irido of today is the one who can pull off this comeback!


  “…Uuuunnn…”


  I groaned in my sleep, and turned my body from my side to my back.


  He’ll strike the moment I turn over! From my experience of observing Higashira-san, I knew that this gesture was frighteningly sexy.


  And, having tried it myself for the first time—I know exactly why.


  —Swoosh.


  The moment I rolled my body, I felt an impact.


  I knew that my breasts…were shaking softly.


  Aww, woah, aahhhhh!!


  He-he’s looking…! He’s definitely looking! He’s looking at me! I know I was definitely watching whenever I saw Higashira-san’s boobies bounce!!


  It’s bad enough that my arms were to the side of my head, exposing my body defenselessly. It’s not that I felt like I was being watched. I just felt like I was on display while the bulge of my chest was exposed completely to the ceiling.


  And furthermore, as I turned over, I couldn’t see the state of my skirt anymore.


  Was my hem messy? Were my legs spread too wide? But if I closed my thighs too tightly, he’d know I was awake…! Uuu, maybe my shorts were showing: …! I was sure I wasn’t wearing anything lame today…—Maybe a little bit of that should be fine…?


  This is when my head started to spin.


  Droop, and,


  He poked my bare thigh with his finger.


  Eh…? Eh?Ehhh!?


  He-he touched!? That Mizuto!? It’s that Mizuto after all! I thought this would end up uneventful! 


  Was it because I was asleep? He’s usually so aloof and disinterested whenever he’s awake, but when he’s not seen, he transforms into a beast!? C-coward! Mu-Muttsurini! Useless!


  The springs of the bed creaked.


  Mizuto put his knees on the bed. And then, he put his hand on my flank.


  Eh? What are you doing …? What are you doing!!?


  The sound of the intimate breath approached my body. It started from my stomach and slowly approached my face. Hot breath was being blown over my chest, and onto my exposed collarbone.


  Ah, …! Ah-ah…! It’s ticklish, itchy, dizzying—


  “—I’m not ready—!”


  I was at my limit.


  And once I realized that, I shoved aside the shoulder that was atop of my body away, getting up with a jolt.


  I-I wasn’t prepared for lots of things! He might be my ex, but I think there’s a certain order we should follow! It’s scary to let my lust overwhelm me, but—!


  “—Ah, did I wake you up?”


  “…… Eh?”


  There was a girl’s voice before my eyes.


  That’s the one who grabbed my shoulder, whom I shoved away.


  I stared at the face before me, and opened my mouth, dumbfounded,


  “……Higashira-san……?”


  “Yes. Pardon my intrusion.”


  Isana Higashira greeted me in a matter-of-fact manner.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Condition for going together


   


  I said that I arrived home after chatting with Isana, but I didn’t say that Isana and I returned to our homes.


  Somehow, she just happened to drop by at my place. Thus, Isana Higashira was standing right to me when I found the black cat sleeping on my bed.


  And so, with her curiosity overriding everything else, and without asking for permission, she naturally began to poke at the thighs and put her face close to Yume’s chest.


  “Well~ I’ve been thinking that the skin of a a cosplaying high school girl is super erotic~.”


  “Why don’t you ever show restraint in such situations?”


  I couldn’t even react to what I had just seen because she just did that without hesitation. I had a firsthand expression that’s sometimes encountered in mystery novels~ ‘just stand around and you won’t be noticed’.


  “…So?”


  But really..


  It’s insanely Isana that she’s just staring at someone’s body without a care in the world, but it’s just as insane, if not more so, that someone’s sleeping on someone else’s bed in that someone’s room while dressed as a black cat..


  “What are you doing sleeping in this room, Kuroneko-chan?”


  “Ku, don’t call me Kuroneko-chan…”


  Yume sat on my bed in a girlish manner, pulling down the hem of her miniskirt. Jiii, Isana just stared at this gesture with a blank expression. She didn’t show it on her face, but she seemed to be very horny.


  “T-there’s something I want to invite you out to…”


  “Huh? Then why the dress-up?”


  “I just went with the flow! The president told me to invite you this way!”


  President? As in her…? Speaking of which, when we presented our plans for the culture festival, she showed up in cosplay. So she likes cosplay?


  If it’s the suggestion of that genius girl senpai, then something about this completely inexplicable action made sense…Yes, that’s…


  “Th-that’s…”


  She was told by her boss, but she tried to ask me while dressed in such skimpy clothes—what’s going on? To be honest, I couldn’t fathom her thought process.


  Yume glanced up at my face and said,


  “…Will you join me on this trip?”


  “……Trip?”


  “The president’s planning a trip to Kobe for the holidays starting on the 21st! You know, since November 22nd is called ‘Good Couple Day’, right? So I thought that if I brought you along on the trip, we could give our parents some alone time… “


  It took me a few seconds to understand the very articulate explanation.


  November 22nd. Good Couple day. Speaking of which, I remembered there being such a thing . I guess it’s an act of filial piety to give those two some alone time as a present..


  But…, in that case, couldn’t I just stay over at Kawanami’s place while Yume’s on her trip?


  If Kurenai-senpai was planning this trip, then it should be with the student council members, so wouldn’t I be a hindrance?


  Yume was staring up at my face, waiting for my reply, and as I looked back at her, I clammed up for the time being..


  I dare say that the reason why she invited me to join her…well, there’s a lot of convenient ways to interpret this….


  “Kobe? What’s in Kobe? Cows?”


  While we were both strangely nervous, Isana nodded her head nonchalantly.


  Erm, so Yume looked up as she racked her memory.


  “The president said she can get a hotel in Arima hot springs.”


  “Arima hot springs! I’ve heard of that!”


  “Sounds like it’s the right season to go with the red leaves there.”


  “Heeeehhh~. By the way, where is Kobe Prefecture again? Is it far away?”


  “…Kobe isn’t a prefecture.”


  “It’s in Hyogo Prefecture, Higashira-san…”


  “What? Is it?”


  Our school’s a proper preparatory school. Earth to Isana, you there? You’re a student here.


  Isana’s ignorance of the world out there wasn’t something new to me, but if she doesn’t learn some common sense, it’ll be really embarrassing if she somehow has to publish her work—


  “I see. That’s how it is…”


  As I muttered to myself, “What’s wrong?” Yume turned to me and asked,


  I wasn’t particularly interested about a trip to Kobe—but this might be a good idea.


  “As for the trip… just one condition.”


  “Eh? W-What …?”


  I pointed at Isana and said,


  “I’ll go with you if you bring this one here along.”


  “…Eh?”


  “…Uehh?”


  Yume and Isana both blinked in unison.


   


  Aisa Asou◆ Even if I have to shed this little devil self


   


  “Welcome home, master♪.”


  The moment senpai opened the door to the student council room, I went over to greet him while looking up.


  Senpai’s 187cm tall, was at least 20cm taller than me as he looked down at me, frowning suspiciously. Oya oya, you’re acting like you’re seeing something suspicious. It’s okay to get a little more excited, you know?


  I’ve given Yumechi the royal cat ears cosplay, so I decided to pull off a curveball.


  It’s a Chinese maid cosplay, a combination of a Chinese dress and a maid outfit.


  The Chinese style and the fluffy maid uniform combination was cute, and it’s my favorite costume. It’s a little difficult to create the cleavage because it’s designed with a gap at the chest, but that’s a piece of cake for me.


  Senpai continued to frown as he remained silent, and I went on the offensive.


  “Now now, come in, master. I shall serve you some tea now.”


  “…Oi, is this one of those situations that doesn’t end until I stick it in or something?”


  “Stick it in…not before the sun goes down, master?”


  Nope, senpai turned around, let out a sigh, and sat down at the reception sofa.


  I walked over to the shelf by the wall and quickly prepared the tea. Senpai stared at my back while holding his face up with his hand, his elbow on the backrest.


  “You know, Asou~, I’ll apologize for not being a serious president, but stop messing around in the student council room. There’s a code of conduct, you know.”
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  “Aisa’s not messing around, senpai? Aisa is very serious!”


  The hem of my skirt fluttered as I put a cup of green tea before senpai. While doing so, I didn’t forget to bend forward slightly and show a bit of my cleavage. But those words were typical of senpai, whom I hadn’t conquered for a year and hadn’t won over me for a year. He picked up the teacup without looking at me.


  As senpai sipped his tea, I sat down next to him. I also gently touched his knee, but he didn’t bat an eyebrow. He’s a tough cookie.


  But I’m not going to back down today just before this. After all, I have a mission to get senpai to join the Kobe trip today!


  “By the way, senpai, have you encountered anything interesting lately?”


  “Ah~? Nope, not really. The guys in class are in exam mode, and I’ll just be a hindrance if I remain there. I know it’s something to be expected, but I just felt like I was being left out.”


  “So that’s why you’re particularly caring about the student council you’ve retired from? Aren’t you quite scared of being lonely, senpai♪?”


  “Shut up. I don’t want to hear it from you, Asou.”


  “Eh~? What not? Yoo yooo?”


  “Dammit…”


  After I giggled, senpai let out a little snort. He looked as though he’s really unwilling, but he’s still willing to accompany me. It’s not completely effective, but this unwilling reaction was something I had gotten used to.


  It’s already November… there’s only four more months until he graduates…


  Deducting the free school attendance period, it’s actually shorter.


  The more I thought about it, the more I realized there’s no time. Senpai’s great at taking care of people, and would definitely make lots of friends in college. He’d soon forget about this annoying clingy kouhai of his…


  …I hate it.


  I didn’t really like senpai… but I hate it…


  Maybe it’s Suzurin giving me a chance. Or many it’s just that genius girl leaving aside her own matters while nagging me like a mother in a countryside, showing her merciful side.


  Now I had to do something with this.


  Maybe she’s acting all uppity and giving me this opportunity—now that pissed me off for some reason.


  Whatever it was, I wasn’t going to let him graduate like this.


  Because, well, I felt like it’s just him winning and running away…just once, just once—I wanted him to look at me seriously.


  I wanted his eyes, lacking in motivation, to look at me.


  “—Now then, playtime’s over.”


  In that case, same for.


  No jokes, no teasing, no bluffs—


  I guess it’s better to be upfront.


  “Senpai, actually— “


  —I want you to go on a trip with me.


  That’s what I wanted to say.


  I wanted a change of heart so that I could ask him straightforwardly and seriously.


  But—aaah—! I couldn’t do that out of a sudden! I always joked around with him! I couldn’t get serious immediately!


  “Ah? Actually… what?”


  Senpai frowned as he stared at my face.


  “…Eh, actually…yeah, actually! I pulled something good in the gacha yesterday!”


  “I heard about it. You uploaded a few pictures onto Discord.”


  “Ah…y-yeah, that’s right. Erm…ah yes! Patch notes for Apex just came out, right? Let’s play BR once it updates, alright!?”


  “I don’t mind, but is there a need to cosplay before saying that?”


  “Uii…”


  Wh-whatdoIdowhatdoIdo!? The more I try to bluff him, the further I get from what I wanted to say—!


  The panic alarm in my mind started to blare, and senpai finished off the tea, sighed, and said,


  “It’s about the trip, right?”


  “Eh?”


  I looked up at him in surprise, and he put the cup down on the table before saying.


  “There’s that student council handoff and work and such, so I guess she hadn’t had the time to do this. Kurenai likes to go on trips, so I thought she’d come up with such stuff soon…and besides.”


  He glanced aside at me and suddenly smiled,


  “When you look for me like this, you most probably got some request to me. Well, you tried to come up with some smart idea to invite me, but it’s pointless when you’re just beating around the bush. You don’t have the talent for that, so just fess up.”


  Or, he said,.


  Senpai showed a more mischievous smirk than I did as he looked down at me.


  “Are you that scared to invite me out on a trip? Noob.”


  “Noo…! What do you mean, noob!? I’m not scared at all!”


  Of course I was scared.


  Maybe senpai will be gone soon.


  Maybe there wouldn’t be a chance to fail.


  Obviously I’d be scared to think about it.


  … But still.


  “I’m not…scared.”


  That’s why.


  I leaned forward so that I could put my weight onto the hand that was on senpai’s lap.


  And with earnesty,


  I stared at senpai’s eyes up close.


  “Senpai.”


  Don’t make me a mere memory of your high school days.


  “I want to go on a trip—together with you.”


   


  Yume Irido ◆A way to not let her feel lonely


   


  “Eh, a trip to Kobe?”


  Akatsuki-san immediately moved away the anpan she was about to munch into as she widened her eyes.


  “Yes, President Kurenai invited me…so I can’t join you during that long vacation. Sorry.”


  I clapped my hands together, “I see~” Maki leaned over as she put her elbows on the table.


  “Well, can’t do anything if you have plans with them already. Speaking of which, I see that you’re getting along well with the student council members, Irido-san.”


  “You get to travel with them.”


  Nasuka-san nibbled at her own bento at her own pace.


  “Irido-chan, are you alright? You’re quite the shy person, and Minami-chan has been worried about you~.”


  “Eh? Really…? A-anyway, do people think I’m the shy type~??”


  “You obviously do~?”


  “You obviously do, you know?”


  B-busted…? Then the impression I tried to protect since school started was…?


  “Isn’t that right, Akki?”


  “Eh?…Ah, yes yes! That’s right!”


  Akatsuki-san finally took a bite out of her anpan, chewing it like a squirrel.


  “But like, the student council really feels uptight, but after chatting with them during the sports festival, they’re unexpectedly friendly~. I even got along with them!”


  “That’s because you’re very sociable, Akki.”


  “Get along, as in with everyone?”


  “All the girls, I guess~”


  Eh? I knew she met Asou-senpai and Asuhain-san, but President Kurenai?


  Wh-When did that happen…? Akatsuki-san’s friendliness was way beyond my imagination.”


  “I do send a few messages on LINE~. Asuhain-san doesn’t really reply though.”


  That alone was enough for her to say that she ‘got along well with them’. That’s some strong  social skills. Akatsuki-san chowed down her anpan and said,


  “I’m looking forward to your souvenirs, Yume-chan! This trip planned by the president sounds amazing!”


  “Yeah. I’ll try not to forget.”


  Akatsuki-san’s expression was cheerful as usual.


  But I knew. Akatsuki-san’s so cheerful, could be friends with anyone, and whose phone never stopped ringing, was actually more terrified of being lonely compared to anyone else..


  …Now that I mentioned it, it’s been a while since I hung out with Akatsuki-san.


  Of course, the student council’s important, but Akatsuki-san’s just as important, if not more so.


   


  “It seems you managed to invite someone.”


  It was after school, and everyone was gathered in the student council room as President Kurenai looked at me and Asou-senpai and said.


  “It took more time than I expected, but it’s still acceptable. It’s fine to have an additional member this time, Yume-kun. After all, it is pitiful if he’s the only one.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  President Kurenai readily agreed to Higashira-san’s participation. However, Mizuto requested that Higashira-san join us not because ‘he didn’t have anyone to talk to’.


  It seemed that Higashira-san had been drawing illustrations seriously.


  She used to draw light novel covers and insert illustrations, and though it’s mostly characters, she started branching out into backgrounds as well, and it seemed she’s been looking for material on the internet.


  However, there’s a limit to what she could do. She couldn’t really draw unusual scenes with moods and it’s hard for her to just imagine in her mind. That’s because the Higashiras basically had indoor hobbies, and hardly went on trips.


  Or so Mizuto mentioned.


  And that’s when my invitation came in—it’s recent, but it seemed that a hot springs trip might be an unusual scene, and Mizuto thought it might be good inspiration for Higashira-san.


  …What’s with him? Is he Higashira-san’s editor or something?


  Well, that’s fine though. It’s not like it’s just the two of us on a trip though! But speaking of which, It feels like he’s acting with Higashira-san all the time…What should I do…?


  “Somehow, it feels like you’re being uppity.”


  Asou-senpai said to President Kurenai in seemingly protest,


  “Have you invited him out, Suzurin? Joe-kun. Cosplay!”


  “Do I have to invite him? Wherever I am, Joe is.”


  …That’s unfair…


  Asou-senpai and I pouted together. Haba-senpai, being present, was in the background as usual, seriously going about his student council business.


  “Now then, that makes 8 of us—”


  “Eh? Wait a minute.


  Calling out at that moment was Asuhain-san, who had been working at the computer without a care in the world,


  “Eight people…does that include me, by any chance?”


  “Hmm? Of course you are…are you not free?”


  “No-no…it-it’s a very, appealing thought to be, traveling with you, president…”


  After she stammered, Asuhain-san glanced at Haba-senpai, seemingly concerned,


  “…If it’s with boys, to be honest, that’s a little, well. I’m sorry, I don’t want to participate…”


  “No~pe~!”


  Asou-senpai suddenly interrupted and hugged Asuhain-san.


  “You’re going too, Ranran! Otherwise it’ll be boring there.”


  “… No, senpai. Even if you say that.”


  “Let’s go to the hot springs together~! Let’s bathe together! Let me see those boobies~!”


  “Please don’t be so honest about your lust, alright? Haba-senpai is here too!”


  As one could see, the student council was a space filled with mostly girls. There might be mention of stuff that’s tough for guys to talk about, but Haba-senpai never looked uncomfortable. He got the aura of a war hardened veteran.


  “Besides, Suzurin’s paying, you know!? You’ll lose out on that!? You really love Suzurin’s plans, right~?”


  “B-but…I heard there’s a boy outside the student council who’s joining…”


  “It’s fine! He’s Yumechi’s brother. He’s not flirty! Right?”


  “Ehh, sorta. If he tries to mess with you, Asuhain-san, I’ll take full responsibility.”


  Given the example of Higashira-san, I couldn’t say it’s completely impossible. Asuhain-san probably viewed Mizuto as a rival for the top student of the year—there are times when that rivalry spirit turned around though…the more I thought about it, the more I felt like this was how I first noticed Mizuto. It’s just scary!


  “You see, Yumechi said so, didn’t she?”


  “No, but, he’s a boy, right? Going on a trip with a boy—”


  “(—You can be with Suzurin all day, you know?)”


  Asou-senpai cupped her mouth at Asuhain-san’s ear and whispered like the devil


  “(You’ll be with her all day long? You get to see the sleepy faces in the morning, or the tired faces at night, you know? Nobody else gets to see them, you know?)”


  “Uu…I-I don’t have such evil intentions—”


  (Don’t you want to wash Suzurin’s back?)


  “Uuuuu…!”


  Asuhain-san groaned in agony like a demon possessed person being purified by an exorcist.


  I too understood Asuhain-san’s feelings for President Kurenai, or rather, they were already beyond respect, to the point of worship. Actually, the notion of wanting to approach something one loves isn’t just limited to romance.


  “(Don’t regret this~…you’ll be left alone for three days straight…ah, you could have enjoyed the hot springs along with Suzurin, so…)”


  “—Okay okay! I get it! I get it! I’ll go, alright!?”


  “Yippee!”


  Why was Asou-senpai so good at stirring up other people’s desires…


  ” Then, I suppose Ran-kun will be joining us.”


  President Kurenai, who might have heard the devil’s whisper earlier, summarized without hesitation.


  “Once again, there are now eight participants. Five girls and three boys…and there’s something I’ll like to discuss.”


  “””?”””


  “Actually, I booked a room for six people and four respectively. If possible, it’ll be perfect if we can invite another boy and girl—”


  Two more people. One boy and one girl.


  If we’re to add to the current members, it’d be best if the people are trustworthy. Best case scenario, someone who’s familiar with the president and the others, and someone who wouldn’t ruin the mood at the first meeting…


  In my mind were the faces of my best friend and her childhood friend.


  Those two would fit the bill perfectly.


  If there’s one problem—


  “…? What is it, Irido-san? Sorry, but I can’t help here.”


  If there’s one problem, it’s that Asuhain-san seemed to dislike frivolous guys.


  Ah whatever.


  “President, I have an idea—”


   


  Akatsuki Minami ◆Atoning Clown


   


  Don’t get me wrong, it’s just that Yume-chan told me to ask him out!


  “…………”


  A tsundere.


  Anyone could tell I was being a tsundere.


  “Ahhh~… what should I do~…?”


  I hugged my pillow to my chest and rolled around on my bed.


  Yume-chan invited me to a trip organized by the student council president.


  The fact made me happy. I thought that I was left behind by her, so I was happier. I answered yes without a second thought.


  However, the problem was the condition Yume-chan gave.


  —There’s room for one more in the boys’ room. Please invite Kawanami-kun.


  Even through the phone, I could tell..


  Yume-chan was definitely up to something back then.


  It felt like Yume-chan had been having weird thoughts about my relationship with Kawanami! It’s not that kind of relationship! It’s weird and negative! Don’t rile us up just for your own interests! I was the one causing him trouble the entire time! Well, she’s cute for having such interest in love gossip though!.


  “…Haa.”


  How should I ask him out?


  A normal invitation definitely wouldn’t work. As to why, it’s because that guy’s overly egoistic—if I ask him out on a trip, he’d definitely misunderstand and lead to his love allergy.


  That guy gets stuff like rashes and vomiting whenever he notices that someone else likes him. I’m the only one who knows of his troublesome constitution.


  The real problem was that even if that person doesn’t have such feelings, it’s all over if he felt that way.


  …Well, if it’s not me, maybe there wouldn’t be any problems, right?


  As for me—I used to have such feelings for him, and then, busted.


  On a side note, so did the time when I showed how heartbroken I was like an idiot.


  Because it just seemed possible. It seemed there was a chance.


  Of course, what about from his point of view?


  “What should I do~?”


  It’d be nice to have someone to solve my problems while I’m rolling around like this.


  There wasn’t time to hesitate. Please invite him by today if possible, that’s what Yume-chan told me.


  But say, if a girl invites a guy out on a trip, doesn’t it usually feel like there’s an ulterior motive? And it’s a hot spring, right? How did Yume-chan invite Irido-kun?


  Was I thinking too much? Anyway, it’s not just the two of us, There’s Irido–kun, Higashira-san and so on, some familiar members. I might be the one looking like I got an ulterior motive if I asked him out pretentious—


  —Droo.


  My phone buzzed, and I picked it up on instinct.


  “Have you eaten?”


  I froze up.


  It was Kawanami.


  “If you haven’t eaten, let’s go to a family restaurant.”


  I paused for a moment, but his message was tagged as ‘read’. I had to hurry, and naturally so that he wouldn’t get suspicious.


  “That again~? Aren’t you sick of it?“


  “I’ll consider if you cook a homemade meal for me.”


  Seriously, this guy? Even with that constitution, he’s still saying such stuff?


  Alright, let’s fight. I tapped my counterattack message.


  “I don’t care if you get a tummyache♪.”


  “Oh really?”


  He then added a ‘vomit’ emoji, and I pouted. I could act as a good girl easily if I wanted to.


  Speaking of which, this guy’s capable of such little jokes? Well, if he can’t, daily life’s a problem for him.


  “……Ah, yeah.”


  Let’s just treat it as a joke.


   


  “Hey there~♪.”


  “Oh—……oh?”


  Kawanami was supposed to meet me at the entrance of our apartment building, and he turned around, only to look like he saw some exotic animal.


  At this point, I was completely transformed.


  I was wearing a very frilly blouse with a skirt I hardly wore. My hair was loose and down instead of being in a ponytail. I was wearing round loafers that showed my feminine power to max effect. Well, head to toe, I was a mass of ‘girl power’ that I wasn’t afraid to show off.


  Kawanami froze for a moment, and cautiously asked,


  “Are you…that much of a sore loser…?”


  “Does it suit me?”


  I ignored him and closed in on him while giving him a hollow stare..


  “Does. It. Suit. Me?”


  “Yeah…looks good on you. Given your height, clothes that lolicons like might suit you after all.”


  “Fufufufufu.”


  I kill you~?


  I’m cosplaying as an ‘innocent freshman that people want to bring back home from a college bash party’, you know~?


  Without showing the suppressed murderous intent, I skipped cutely as I went by Kawanami’s side.


  “Then, let’s go~”


  “You’re continuing with that!? And anyway, what’s with you dragging the end of your words? That’s too detailed of you!”


  “”(The feeling is important. Right?)”


  “Don’t whisper!”


  I made sure not to lean over while maintaining a distance where we could feel each other’s warmth, and went towards a family restaurant together.


  Alright.


  He wouldn’t take me seriously if I remained in this mode. It should be easier for me to talk about the trip then. I’m a genius!


  We entered the family restaurant we usually visited, and were seated by the staff. I naturally sat next to the wall, “hmm” and nodded away as I took the menu in my hand.


  “Let’s have baked tender chicken and cheese.”


  “That’s not what a girl dressed like that would eat.”


  “Ehhh~? Cheese isn’t cute~”


  “You’re thinking that saying ‘cute’ makes you cute now, right~? “


  Busted.


  Well, it’s fine as long as he only figured out a little. Kawanami ordered burger steak and rice while I fiddled with my phone.


  I kept browsing through the unread messages while replying to group chats. According to Yume-chan, it’s a ‘miracle’ that I can talk to so many people as I do, but that’s just a routine for me. Actually, for me, I’d just feel restless if there’s nothing to talk about, and it’s natural to pick up the phone and chat.


  Kawanami was seated in front of me, being the same as he sipped a cold drink and scrolled his phone. He used to have a completely different personality back in elementary school. Environment’s a very powerful thing.


  Whenever I was with Yume-chan and the others, I wouldn’t stop talking even when I’m on my phone. I didn’t want to waste a single second.


  But with him, there’s more silence, and we wouldn’t feel awkward. It’s a matter of fact to us.


  It’s like a couple that’s about to break up …or a family.


  It suddenly occurred to me. If we wanted to do as we wanted, why did we need to eat together? We didn’t need to contact each other, and didn’t need to wait. Couldn’t we have gone to the restaurant alone? So why were we just sitting at the same table so naturally?


  The old reason was that we’re neighbors.


  And the reason after that was that we’re lovers.


  And now?


  Our relationship as childhood friends ended with our breakup. We’re ex-childhood friends and ex-lovers…in other words, our former relationship was just a remnant.


  Just as the cicada shells are scattered around in Fall, our relationship’s empty.


  The analogy might be overkill, so I thought.


  Speaking of which, when would cicada shells disappear?


  It’s already November—


  “I should get my winter clothes out soon.”


  Kawanami said to himself as he looked at his phone.


  “It’s ridiculously cold out there. I want to enter a bath.”


  The afterimage wouldn’t last forever.


  There’d only be scars left behind. The scars that I left on him.


  I don’t have the thick face to be happy about that anymore.


  All the brazen joy I used to have was long gone.


  Actually, it’s not like I wanted to go back to how it was before, or that I wanted to move forward.


  I just wanted to atone—so I thought


  “—In that case.”


  I didn’t know how to do it.


  But just dawdling on the spot was definitely a no-go.


  “Do you want to go to the Hot springs with me?”


  Kawanami stared at my face and gave a sarcastic looking sneer.


  Yeah.


  I could continue to play the clown just for that purpose.


   


  Yume Irido ◆Self question


   


  “Yume-chan! About that, we’re okay!”


  Akatsuki-san reported this to me in school, and I clapped my hands together happily.


  “You asked him out! As expected of you, Akatsuki-san, you work fast!”


  “It’s just asking him out, I don’t need that much time~”


  “…………”


  That’s right.


  It didn’t need that much time, or a cosplay.


  “But it’s quite a large group, isn’t it?”


  Akatsuki-san folded her fingers as she said,


  “There’s ten of us in total, right? Feels like a school trip already.”


  “Yeah. The president said that it’s difficult for us to move together, so we’ll split once we get there… Do I need to give you two some alone time?”


  “That’s my line!”


  I said that while intending to tease her, “But,” Akatsuki-san glanced aside as she answered,


  “If possible—please do.”


  She was looking at Kawanami-kun, who was talking to Mizuto.


  I suddenly realized.


  “R-really?”


  “Yeah.”


  The smile on Akatsuki-san’s face looked somewhat mature.


  “I might—get a little serious this time.”


  I didn’t ask her directly this time.


  Maybe Akatsuki-san wasn’t thinking about that at all.


  But I naturally thought about it.


  —Could I ever face this seriously?


  Unconsciously, I touch my lips.


  Back at a quiet shrine, with the fireworks shining on us, our lips touched when I acted with determination.


  Could I get serious as well?


  And if I got serious—how far could I go?


Chapter 2: Exotic Parallel Dates


  Jouji Haba ◆A Wish without Radiance


   


  I understood that I was destined to live in the background.


  I wasn’t going to blend with the noise, nor was I going to hide in the crowd. I was just born with an appearance or atmosphere so plain that if I stood around, people would subconsciously forget me. This constitution that could only be explained as being innate, it never caused me any trouble or grief.


  It’s just right for me.


  I felt relieved to be out of everyone’s sight, in everyone’s blind spot—in fact, I’d say that’s the one biggest advantage for me.


  I didn’t need a spotlight.


  Because there’s plenty of other people in this world who are better than me.


  For example, there were those who were great at winning the hearts of many.


  For example, there were those who never stopped confronting their own shortcomings.


  For example, there were those who viewed working hard as being a natural thing to do.


  For example—there were those who had the charisma, and managed to gain followers wherever they went.


  They were the ones who deserved the spotlight. The more light shone upon them, the more their innate brilliance would stand out.


  If the spotlight’s just shining upon me, all there’s left would be an empty shadow.


  That’s why I was fine as a mob character. I want to live in the background. That’s my biggest wish.


  And yet.


  —Please join the student council with me, Haba-kun.


  Only she, who shone brighter than anyone else and was the most different from me, wanted to drag me out of this background.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆Travelers that couldn’t be simply summarized at once


   


  It’s not necessarily a good thing to meet up earlier for a trip. Nobody’s going to see me, and I couldn’t make sure that I remained in their sights. That’s why I’d arrive on time and meet up quietly with the other members who arrived. That’s what I always did.


  “—Oh, you’re here, Joe! Over here!”


  Of course, that’s only when Suzuri Kurenai wasn’t around.


  We’re gathered before the central ticket gate of Kyoto Station, where people from all over the world would gather. Kurenai-san found me easily and waved hard at me.


  I felt restless when all the stares were gathered on me because a beautiful voice called for me. I sped up a little and joined the group gathered next to the escalator leading to the basement.


  It had been a while since I last saw Kurenai-san in casual clothes. She was wearing half pants and stockings underneath, giving a mature vibe that showed off her legs nicely. On the other hand, the somewhat oversized blouse looked childish on her. I guess this deliberately unmatching style of clothes might be Kurenai-san’s fashion sense after all..


  Kurenai-san smiled mischievously, the bangs tied in small braids swung like a pendulum.


  “You’re here a little earlier than usual. Are you so excited to wait? “


  “…I just thought it’s better to show up earlier when we consider the members joining us today.”


  My voice was so soft that it got lost amidst the hustle and bustle, but Kurenai-san giggled happily.


  “Well then, I have to thank everyone for being so serious. I got to see Joe’s face earlier than usual because of this.”


  Again she started saying such uncomfortable words. Furthermore, she said so at a volume only I, the one standing closest to her, could hear.


  “Hmm?” I quickly looked away from the green eyes that were staring intently at me, probing for a reaction. I hastily looked aside, and to dismiss this act, I checked the other members.


  Aside from Kurenai-san and me, there were three other members present . Asou-san, Asuhain-san, and former president Hoshibe, all whom I often saw at the student council.


  As usual, Asou-san was hugging Asuhain-san, and Asuhain-san looked repulsed as always. Hoshibe-senpai was leaning against the fence next to the information board, stifling a yawn as he played with his phone.


  The gathering time was 9am—it’s still early, but while the ex-president might look that way, he’s always the type to be punctual. Rather surprisingly, the other member of the student council, Irido-san, hadn’t arrived yet.


  “Yume-kun said she’s on her way with the other members.”


  Kurenai-san took the liberty of reading my mind and noted so,


  “It seems her little brother isn’t an early riser, and it took her more time. They should be able to make it before the train departs.”


  Irido-san’s brother—Mizuto Irido, huh?


  I had never interacted with him directly, but strangely, he had a tendency to stand out during critical moments—I didn’t know if I should say it’s because of jealousy, or that I had a disdain for someone who had the same character as me. It’s hard for me to determine either, but I felt frustrated just looking at his face.


  “…Hm, speak of the devil.”


  “Oh, Yumechi! This way, this way!


  Amongst the passing crowd, a long black haired girl came scuttling up to us with two people in tow.


  Irido-san looked at Kurenai-san with an apologetic look on his face as she tried to regain her breath.


  “Sorry, president…I’m a little late.”


  “No worries. I told you it’s fine as long as you catch the train, didn’t I?”


  I nonchalantly paced behind Kurenai-san and observed the duo Irido-san brought over..


  One of them was a familiar figure I met as a member of the culture festival committee, Mizuto Irido. He had an aloof, thin face, and was yawning away. I could see signs from his hair that he had just woken up, and it seemed he’s really a late riser. Was this one of the reasons why he’s been increasingly popular with the girls recently?


  The other girl was one I met for the first time. She looked a little plain and was standing next to Mizuto Irido, clinging onto him. She’s not small by any means, but the way she looked like a dog clinging to her parent made her seem a little smaller than she actually was.


  Isana Higashira…huh? She’s the girl rumored to be dating Mizuto Irido. It’s my first time seeing her, but maybe this rumor’s true. She had the aura of a typical shy person, looking a little scared, probably because she had never met so many people before.


  All of us had already sent our baggage over prior to this, so like us, the trio hardly carried anything with them.


  “Oh, Yumechi, who are those two?”


  Asou-san, who had leaned over before I knew it, showed interest in the two people behind Irido-san. “Ah” Irido-san shuffled to the side.


  “A little introduction. This is my little stepbrother—”


  “I never agreed to being the little brother.”


  “—Yes, yes. Here’s my stepbrother. Mizuto Irido.”


  Mizuto Irido nodded lightly. He remained distant and guarded against others.


  But Asou-san, the monster of communication, remained unperturbed, “Hmmm” she sized him up..


  “Speaking of which, I’ve seen him before. He does have a cute face now that I look up close at him, you know?”


  “…Senpai, that’s forbidden.”


  With that, Irido-san stretched her arms before her stepbrother, as though shielding him.


  Asou-san deliberately tilted her head.


  “What?”


  “Little devil mode is forbidden!”


  “How rude. Do I look like the kind of woman who’ll try to seduce any boy I see?”


  “I heard that you tried to woo Haba-senpai before!?”


  Teehee, Asou-san tried to dismiss this with a cheeky face. That really bothered me back then.


  I nonchalantly turned to look behind Asou-san, and saw that Asuhain-san was giving Mizuto Irido a hostile look.


  Since she’s already feeling very competitive against Irido-san, it’s natural that Mizuto Irido, second in her grade after Irido-san, was also her rival. She probably never took the initiative to pick a fight with him because he’s a boy.


  “And then this is Higashira-san.”


  After Irido-san introduced her, the plain looking girl continued to cling onto Mizuto Irido, “Pl-please take care of meeeeeeeeewwwww…” she lowered her head as she said that.


  “Nn, nice to meet you! I’m Aisa Asou!”


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Suzuri Kurenai.”


  Asou-san and Kurenai-san too greeted her, but—


   —Peek…well,


  Their eyes slid over to Higashira-san’s chest as if they were drawn to that.


  “…Hoho. Well, well.”


  “I’ve heard rumors, but this is….”


  I had been acting as a gentleman the entire time, and obviously wouldn’t keep staring as it’d be rude, but both of them just stared at that without concern. They had the eyes of an expert appraising antiques, and they started mumbling stuff like “yes” and “hmm …” in a formal and uptight manner.


  Like, even though they’re girls, that’s too rude of them…so I wondered.


  “Sorry to interrupt you two, but it’s rude to gaze at a woman’s breasts, even if you’re the same sex, senpais.”


  Asuhain-san, who was behind them, said with a sigh,


  Kurenai-san and Asou-san turned around.


  “Ah, sorry about that. Even I was overwhelmed by them!”


  “Anyone would have been looking! Any human would want to look! I’m sure of it!”


  “That’s not an excuse…”


  While Asuhain-san looked dumbfounded, I noticed that.


  A certain person was gleefully looking down at Asuhain-san and the chest unbefitting of her small body.


  “OH…”


  Higashira-san marveled.


  “…A real big booba loli…”


  “Who’s the big booba loli!?”


  I felt that Irido-san should be able to take care of her, but who knows what the future holds…


  And as this went out, the last two seemingly swam through the crowd and came here.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting~!”


  Skipping over to us was a ponytail girl who’s about as petite as Asuhain. Behind her was a pretty boy with brightly colored hair, strolling like he’s her guardian.


  The ponytailed girl stopped in front of Kurenai-san and bowed deeply.


  “I’m Akatsuki Minami! Please take care of me this time!”


  “Haha. That’s polite of you, Akatsuki-kun. It’s not the first time we’ve met, there’s no need to be so formal.”


  “Hehehe, I guess I’m influenced by helping out the various clubs.”


  I didn’t know when, but Kurenai-san was already well acquainted with this first year called Minami-san. Kurenai-san’s someone who had quite the vast social circle, but Minami-san’s circle might be bigger.


  “Yo, I’m Kawanami. Nice to meet you.”


  The other boy, Kogure Kawanami, followed up and nodded.


  Kurenai-san smiled and said,


  “Yes. I’m Suzuri Kurenai. Nice to meet you. I heard you’re a childhood friend of Akatsuki-kun?”


  “Well, that’s the best way to put it.”


  Minami-san gave an intimidating smile.


  “Hmm~? Kawanami, what would be the worst way to put it then?”


  “…Master and slave, I guess.”


  “Would you like me to remind you who’s the slave~?”


  “S-Stop it, you idiot! We got people here today!”


  What would have happened if nobody’s around? Well, it’s clear that those two were rather intimate.


  It seemed those two were the type of people who were great at forming relationships, and they greeted us senpais one by one…Asuhain-san was the only one who took a step back to stay away from Kawanami-kun’s greeting. Well, it’s true he was probably the kind of person she’d hate. To me though, his friendliness was not to the point of being frivolous..


  “Hoshibe-senpai, right? I’ve heard a lot about you.”


  “They aren’t any good rumors, are they?”


  “No, no, no. You’re legendary.”


  Kawanami-kun remained fearless even when facing Hoshibe-senpai. Senpai’s a big man, and many would have been intimidated by him at first meeting, but it seemed he never intended to give such a vibe. Truth be told, it’s really a great help to have such a male here.


  Now all the members were gathered.


  I stood slightly behind Kurenai-san, and looked around at the nine people gathered in front of the information board.


  Before I knew it, it ended up as the group of five first years Irido-san gathered being split from us five student council.


  It seemed the first-year group was led by Irido-san, and Kawanami-kun and Minami-san would support her as the core. The remaining two—Mizuto Mizuto Irido and Higashira-san were chatting quietly from a distance..


  Irido-san frequently talked to them, trying to involve them in the conversation—no, it seemed like she wanted to join their conversation. Kawanami-kun and Minami-san sensed her intention and casually supported her.


  I could more or less guess the dynamics of those five. It seemed like those two were in their own world, but—Mizuto Irido and Higashira-san formed their core. The other three might be attached to those two, or got dragged along by them.


  …It seemed they weren’t just a normal group of friends.


  Compared to that—us student council group had simpler dynamics. Like usual, Asou-san was clingy towards Hoshibe-senpai, Asuhain-san was looking up to Kurenai-san with adoration. The only difference was that Asuhain-san would occasionally give hostile looks towards Mizuto Irido, wary looks at Kawanami-kun, and troubled looks at Higashira-san.


  Three days and two nights with this group, huh—


  “—What do you think?”


  Kurenai-san suddenly appeared in my sight, but I was unfazed.


  My heart jumped, of course, but I was already used to not showing my emotions on my face or in my attitude.


  Kurenai-san’s eyes were glowing with curiosity. For some reason, she had an unusually vested interest in knowing how I viewed others.


  “…Can I be honest here?”


  “Sure.”


  “Nine is too many people.”


  Kurenai-san gave a troubled, wry smile once she heard that.


  “Don’t exclude yourself naturally.”


  What else could I do?


  I couldn’t see myself.


  The only thing I could see was your high-specs eyes.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆What isn’t clear cut


   


  Once we met up, we took the JR Kyoto Line from Kyoto Station and headed west.


  It was the first day of the long break, but luckily, there were enough seats available for us to sit in a group. I sat down on the window side of the box seats,  and Isana quickly sat down next to me before she got abandoned. Opposite me was Yume, and diagonally opposite me was an empty seat.


  The other seven people, including Kawanami and Minami-san, headed for the other empty seats. All the seats in this carriage were in pairs though, so there naturally would be one available seat.


  Because of that, the small girl of the student council (Asu…what?) was looking around restlessly in the middle of the aisle.


  “Asuhain-san, over here.”


  Yume beckoned, and the small—Asuhain?—came over to us. She looked at Isana and me with a slightly stiff expression, and then gave thanks to Yume with her eyes before sitting down.


  She’s small, but she did give the impression of an uptight girl. She’s wearing a simple shirt and vest with jeans, giving her a boyish vibe along with her short hair cut. It’s hard to tell though as her body’s overly feminine. Out of the corner of my eye, Isana was next to me, staring at her chest.


  “Erm…we just greeted, right? This is Asuhain-san, my fellow student council member in the same year.”


  Yume thoughtfully introduced us, “…Hello.” but Asuhain-san just bowed. What’s going on? She’s just giving me a hostile look…


  Since she’s in the same year, she’s a first year like us…wait? I heard something about that…


  “Ah.”


  I remembered.


  “Third place?”


  “~~~~!”


  “Down down! Asuhain-san! Down down down!”


  Asuhain-san was about to stand up, but Yume immediately held down her shoulders.


  “Seriously! Watch your words!”


  Yume glared at me as she said this.


  “I told you about Asuhain-san beforehand, didn’t I!? Did you forget!?”


  “Ah, my bad. I forgot.”


  “Goodness~~!”


  She’s always ranked third during the tests, so she’s hostile towards us for being first and second…that so? I really couldn’t remember as I wasn’t really interested.


  “…Enjoy this while you can.”


  Asuhain-san glared at me as though I was the one who murdered her parents.


  “I’ll claw my way up during the next end-of-terms! I won’t lose to someone like you who’s completely obsessed with your girlfriend!”


  “Girlfriend?”


  “Isn’t she right next to you!?”


  She pointed a finger at the one next to me—Isana, who was taking out a JagaRiko cup, ready to open it.


  “This one here isn’t my girlfriend.”


  “…Is that so?”


  “Yeah. I’m not bluffing you.”


  “Mizuto-kun, do you want some JagaRiko?”


  “Nn.”


  “Say ahh~”


  “That’s obviously a lie!”


  Rude. I’m the type of person who doesn’t really lie often. Om nom nom.


  Asuhain-san looked at me suspiciously while Yume watched on with a wry smile as I went semi-auto while biting onto the JagaRiko Isana fed me.


  Neither Isana nor I cared about getting those around us to understand anymore, but it’d be a bother to have such retorts from our traveling companions over the next three days. Let’s explain a little more in depth then.


  “It’s just that she doesn’t have any other friends, so she clings onto me. Just treat her like she’s a dog…”


  “Aah! That’s harsh, isn’t it!?”


  “Good boi.”


  I gently patted Isana on the head “Kuuu…” and she obediently quieted down. See?


  Asuhain-san gave me a blank stare as I continued to pinch and puff Isana’s earlobe. She didn’t seem convinced.


  Yume gave a wry smile and interceded.


  “These two have always been like this. I get how you feel, but he’s not lying, really.”


  “…So they’re just getting along well, and not dating, really?”


  “Well, that’s how it is.”


  To put it simply.


  Asuhain-san looked back and forth between Isana and me and muttered,


  “I don’t think this casual relationship that isn’t clear cut…is healthy.”


  At that moment.


  For just that moment, I felt myself freeze.


  … As expected of the one ranked third. She’s a sharp one.


  That’s quite a sharp analysis—and correct.


  She’s wrong about my relationship with Isana though. I’m still ‘friends’ with this one—but beyond that, everything’s clear cut or so we thought.


  What’s not clear cut was.


  What couldn’t be clear cut was—


  When I glanced over…and found that Yume too had a frozen face.


  “Erm…”


  And Isana, who probably never noticed this frozen atmosphere, said timidly,


  “…Would you like some JagaRiko?”


  Only Isana would know what that timing was.


  The only fact I knew was that Isana was slowly bringing a JagaRiko stick to Asuhain-san, and that the air froze again due to her ridiculous action again.


  Asuhain-san stared at the JagaRiko before her for a while.


  “…No, thanks–“


  “Don’t say that.”


  “Mghh?”


  Isana shoved the JagaRico into Asuhain-san’s mouth, and Asuhain-san could only nibble on it like a hamster.


  “…Fueh. How cute…”


  Seeing this, Isana muttered in fascination.


  It seems that she had been looking for the right time to do this all along.


  Don’t treat someone you just met for the first time as your pet.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆While feeling content


   


  This train ride that’s a little over fifty minutes long turned out to be very worthwhile for me.


  What? I assumed the student council would be some rigid organization, but it’s just fragrance everywhere. That senpai called Asou had been shooting love arrows towards the ex-president Hoshibe-san. Even I, seeing this for the first time, could tell.


  She might look like she’s teasing him, but she’s not fooling me. I could see that somewhere within her heart, she’s actually embarrassed and joyous—the clear infatuation beneath her little devil antics was so cute and intriguing.


  “Kukukuku…”


  “Eh? Gross.”


  Next to me, Akatsuki’s giving me a grossed out look, but well, so be it. I wouldn’t have known about the inner workings of the student council if she hadn’t invited me.


  The current student council’s increasingly popular because of the super pretty girls, but sorry to those fans. Anyone who falls in love will naturally pick those close to them. Well, there were exceptions like me—


  “Everyone, let’s get off!”


  We alighted at Sannomiya Station, just a little before Kobe Station, and stepped outside.


  Compared to the Kyoto Tower standing tall before Kyoto station, there wasn’t any big deal before Sannomiya station, just some commercial buildings, but this unfamiliar scene alone caused me to feel like I was in a different country. More importantly, the buildings here were huge. I couldn’t find such big buildings in Kyoto.


  “Are we stopping by somewhere before we go to the inn?”


  I asked, and Akatsuki stared at the screen of her smartphone as she answered,


  “Ijinkan Street. I heard it’s a place where Western Western-style buildings used to be built.”


  “Heh, Western buildings? Seems like Irido-san will love it.”


  “Yes, yes. I heard there’s a place where they recreated Sherlock Holmes’ room~”


  Now that sounded interesting. I did read a bit about Holmes when I was a kid.


  “—Woah! What is this!? L-lookie look! There’s a damn fancy Starbucks here!”


  “Huh? Hey, I can’t see when you’re so close—woah, I’m serious!”


  I widened my eyes when I saw the picture Akatsuki showed me. I wasn’t really a fan of such nice fancy cafes, but this shop here that was remodeled from a Western-style house was like a setting for some Western movie.


  “Hey, hey, let’s go there! With Yume-chan and Higashira-san!”


  “Sure! Let’s teach those shut-ins how to order at Starbucks!”


  Alrighty! The two of us got excited.


  We probably got along well like this because we’d been hanging out with each other for a long time. She hadn’t been making any weird passes towards Irido-san, and less wary towards me, so it felt like we’re back to that nice relaxed distance from before.


  To be honest, I feel comfortable next to her.


  Now all I had to do was to watch these adorable couples, and I’d be content.


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆She wouldn’t let me be alone


   


  It’s not my first time accompanying my kouhais. I might be the oldest one, but with Kurenai around, it’s a lot easier. She would do all the work. I wasn’t surprised that I had the good sense to rope her in.


  I went hard for the recommendation so that I’d have an easier time, but at this moment, I just couldn’t help but feel like I was in limbo. Everyone in class was studying so hard, already in the exam mood, and I couldn’t invite them out. Even if I tried to get them to experience a change of pace, it would only be a sarcastic remark coming from me who was already done.


  Thus, the only people I could hang out with were the kouhais of the student council I had long retired from. Ahh, I’m such a lonely guy.


  …It’s really been a long time since I last felt so abandoned.


  Well, it’s not a big deal compared to when my shoulders got wrecked though—


  “Let’s split up into groups then.”


  It took us about fifteen minutes to climb the slop up from Sannomiya Station to the hillside. Far away, I could see a row of western-styled houses, and Kurenai passed tickets to us as she said.


  “The road isn’t wide. It’s hard to move with ten people. Let’s split into groups of twos or threes.”


  It seemed she was well prepared.


  Well, the grouping was already settled. Us student council would be one, the first years gathered by Irido would be the other. Just nice, five against five.


  Or, well—it wouldn’t be a bad idea to walk around by myself.


  So I intended, and stretched, only for someone to latch onto my elbow.


  “—Senpai!”


  “Oh?”


  It was Asou who yanked my arm downward.


  At best, she’s being girly, at worst, she’s pitiful. This familiar girl was wearing a fluffy doll-like outfit, and looked up at my face—with determined eyes.


  And she said,


  “Do you want to go—together with Aisa?”


  “Huh?”


  Asou then squeezed my arm firmly, as if to prevent me from breaking free.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Love isn’t everything in life


   


  As she saw Hoshibe-senpai get dragged away by Asou-senpai, Yume started mumbling next to me.


  “…Looks like senpai is getting serious this time.”


  “Serious?”


  “Ah, it’s nothing…just talking to myself.”


  She made a fake laugh and tried to brush it off, but well, anyone could imagine just seeing that.


  The student council’s surprisingly not too stable. Suzuri Kurenai and that treasurer guy were just flirting away. The real uptight person was that small girl—Asuhain-san. It got nothing to do with me, but it’s worrying to see her with nowhere to rely on.


  “Well, it’s fine to leave those two alone.”


  Kurenai-senpai said as she looked towards them.


  “Yume-kun, you want to go with them, right?”


  “Ah…yes.”


  “Then I shall go with Joe…Ran-kun, what will you do?”


  Asuhain-san looked back and forth between Kurenai-senpai and Yume’s faces. “Erm…” she was a little lost, and then.


  “I’ll go with you then, president…”


  “Sure. Let’s go then.”


  You sure you’re fine about not being alone with that treasurer?


  And before I could guess, Kurenai-senpai spoke to us briefly.


  “Then everyone. We’ll gather at noon at Starbucks a little downhill. There’s a living room on the second floor that can accommodate everyone.”


  After saying that, Kurenai-senpai, Asuhain-san, and the treasurer left.


  Kawanami saw them leave and gave a mysterious smirk.


  “Looks like it’s back to the familiar gang.”


  The remaining five of us were me, Yume, Isana, Minami-san, and Kawanami. Well, it’s the expected grouping.


  “That’s fine! That’s fine! We just met today, so it’s a little too worrisome to suddenly act together as a group. Right, Higashira-san?”


  “Hmmm—it doesn’t really change things for me if Mizuto-kun’s around.”


  “Speaking of which, you were rather talkative on the train. There’s someone unfamiliar there too.”


  “Well, that girl has a nice body, and I forgot all my fears~”


  Yep, it’s better for her to be shy than to sexually harass someone she met for the first time.


  With a wry smile, Minami-san said.


  “Coming from someone with the same body frame…”


  “That’s the same coming from someone who started grabbing someone’s boobs on their first encounter, Akatsuki-san.”


  “Teehee☆“


  Minami-san deliberately stuck her tongue out cutely. Why are the girls around me all dirty old men?


  “So? Where are we going?”


  Kawanami looked at the phone, and appeared to be looking at the map of the Ijinkan street.


  “Irido-san, do you have anywhere you want to go to?”


  “Ah, yes. That’s right. Erm, there’s some place called the English House.”


  “Let’s go then. Looks like it’s rather near.”


  “Okay~! Let’s go~!”


  Minami-san skipped forward, and we followed.


  And then, Isana gently yanked at my sleeve, whispering cautiously,


  “(Mizuto-kun, Mizuto-kun?)”


  “(What?)”


  “(Are you fine with this? You’re not going to be alone…with Yume-san, Mizuto-kun?)”


  I was wondering what she wanted to say…seriously, what’s she saying now?


  “(Say, Higashira. Who do you think I joined this trip for?)”


  “(Eh? I-it’s wasn’t for Yume-san?)”


  “(I’m not that romance driven. Didn’t I say I’m here to get material for you?)”


  “(Uehh…?)”


  “(You’re the one who invited me. I won’t leave you alone. That’s my responsibility.)”


  Isn’t that to be expected?


  Isana blinked away, “Fueeh?” She gave a relaxed smile, fiddling with her bangs.


  “(Th-thank you very much!…I-I’ll cling onto you without worries then?)”


  “(Whatever that’s within common sense.)”


  I said, and Isana leaned her shoulder over. This might not be common sense…ah whatever, those guys were already used to it.


  Sure, I like Yume, but my actions weren’t completely centered on that basis.


  I wanted to maintain a balance here—and not to repeat my failure again.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Famous Detectives are only limited to pretty girls.


   


  There were a few windows on the white walls, with some double sliding windows I only saw in Western movies and fantasy anime. It’s small compared to the Western houses seen in mysteries, but this double storey house looked very exotic on this Japanese street.


  “Woah! Can we just wear this?”


  We entered the entrance, and saw hat and hanger racks there. There were deerstalker hats and Inverness coats of various colors hanging there—-Sherlock Holmes’ costumes.


  “Eeh~! So cute~! Hey, Yume-chan, what color will you choose?”


  “Hmm…beige is king, but red and blue look pretty cute too…”


  “What about you Higashira-san? You looked good in the cape during the school festival~!”


  “Uehh!? Me too!?”


  Minami-san dragged Isana along, and the girls started yapping away as they picked their clothes in front of the hanger racks. Kawanami and I were left behind, watching them from behind.


  “The colors look a little different, but they seem to be having fun.”


  “Aren’t you quite interested?”


  “I’m very adaptable, you know? If you’re not wearing it, I won’t.”


  “Thanks for the concern.”


  “Well, I don’t really care about the hat or the coat, but the pipe looks kinda cool~! I mean, doesn’t Holmes always smoke that pipe!?”


  “You look so frivolous that smoking a pipe makes you all the more derpy.”


  “Can’t you make it sound nicer? Choose your words well!”


  And while we were having some idle chat, Yume and the others returned.


  Leading the pack was Minami-san, bouncing up and down as she flipped the hem of her cape.


  “Hey hey♪ both of you, How do I look? How do I look?”


  Minami-san chose a blue Inverness coat. Basically, an Inverness coat has a cape attached to it that covers the shoulders. Once the petite Minami-san wore it though, it looked more like a poncho than a coat.


  Well, it’s cute in that case, but it’s not my turn to show up


  Hmmm, Kawanami made a long deliberate sound as he inspected Minami-san.


  “Not bad. You look like a grade school kid on a rainy day.”


  “How does it look like a raincoat!?”


  “Ow!”


  Sure enough, he got kicked in the thigh.


  Behind Minami-san, two girls approached me, looking all fidgety and restless.


  “Fufufu…kept you waiting.”


  Looking smug while wearing a red deerstalker hat and an Inverness coat was Yume.


  On the other hand, Isana was looking down at her white Inverness cape, fiddling it while looking a little surprised.


  “How about it? Looks good, doesn’t it!?”


  Yume proudly showed off her detective look. The coat and hat had plaids, and nicely put, it looked casual, but, somehow—
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  “…Don’t you look more like Milky Holmes than Sherlock …?”


  Isana muttered.


  I didn’t know what she was referring to, but I got the gist of what she wanted to say.


  Maybe it’s the fault of the colors (thanks to that?), but somehow, it looked like a cosplay.


  I couldn’t really nitpick as it’s the host that prepared this, but the color mismatch didn’t seem to match the elegant atmosphere of Mystery. Are you sure you’re fine with that, mystery maniac?


  Hm hm, Yume showed a pompous face as she looked down at my feet.


  “You were a doctor in Afghanistan, weren’t you?”


  “No, I wasn’t.”


  “Ehe. I always wanted to wear an Inverness coat once…ehehe…”


  Spin spin, Yume spun around, and the cape and hem of her coat fluttered as she beamed away. She’s having fun like a kid. I was then reminded that she usually looked so uptight, but this scene—


  “Say, say…do I look cool?”


  Yume asked me with expectant eyes.


  She said cool…but well,


  Personally, I felt that it’s more on the side of…cute.


  “…Maybe it’s just me, but you look smart.”


  I hushed my true thoughts and made a bland comment.


  Yume immediately grinned “Thanks!” and went towards Minami-san while taking out her phone. It seemed she was planning to have a commemorative photo.


  …Would it be better to say what I really felt?


  But I had already forgotten how to speak with sincerity.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆The thing that only exists beyond the book.


   


  “Feuuoh!? A-A face popped out of the ceiling!?”


  “Holmes is looking at a certain situation—is it the ‘Musgrave Ritual’ or something? But it’s the scene when he peeked down at the basement, and he probably hadn’t met Watson yet…”


  “Ohhh~! So this is Holmes’ room! Huh? There are two mannequins here. Which one is Holmes? They’re not wearing this coat.”


  “They don’t wear coats indoors, Akatsuki-san. I mean, the outfit is just the creation of the illustrator—”


  “Are these…bullet holes in the wall? What? I see it through ‘VR’ though. What’s VR? Virtual Reality?”


  “Victoria! That’s the Queen of England back then! Holmes shot at the wall to kill some time!”


  We’re on the second floor of the English House—and the entire floor was made into a recreation of the Sherlock Holmes world, where Yume was flaunting her otaku mode to the fullest.


  It’s rare to see her show such an otaku side to her when she usually acted as an honor student. Maybe she’s touched by the gothic mood of this House and the recreation of the Sherlock Holmes world.


  …But If I remembered correctly, Yume was more of a fan of Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen than Holmes—well, I guess it didn’t matter, since Holmes was an existence that was beyond a favorite to those mystery and detective stories.


  We went around the House, and then out to the garden,


  “Ohhh…it feels just like a garden!”


  There were flowerbeds filled with various flowers and shrubs, surrounded by a white cobblestone walkway. As Minami-san had said, it was a Western-style garden, but in the back corner was a replica of a London subway station—Baker Street Station.


  Beneath the white roof were benches for waiting. In the back left corner was a life-size mural of Sherlock Holmes wearing a black Inverness coat.


  Once she discovered this area, “Phew” Isana sat down at a bench near the wall.


  “Let’s take a break. We just climbed the hill.”


  “Yeah, I’m a little tired from walking too…”


  Obviously they would be tired after such a ruckus.


  Yume and I sat down on the bench after Isana did,”Yay! Photo time!” Minami-san energetically shouted as she stood next to Holmes. Kawanami merely took a photo of her with his camera, and as I watched them,


  “Mmmm…”


  Next to me, Isana pulled out a tablet from her belongings.


  She then started her camera, adjusted her angle and took a photo of the English House and the garden opposite. Once done, she stared at it for a while, and then started some app, pulling out a stylus pen from her tablet..


  She then placed her tablet on her lap and waved her stylus pen over it


  ‘Are you drawing here?’


  “Just a rough sketch~!”


  In just dozens of seconds, the outline of the Western-style building appeared on the tablet screen. Without hesitation, Isana began to draw the decorations in detail.


  “Hmmm…does it make it look western…”


  She had been paying attention to the decorations and furniture on the walls and the ceiling when we were walking around the House, taking photos of them. It seemed like she knew what information she needed to draw.


  “…………”


  I wasn’t an editor, nor was I a producer. I was just an ordinary high school student…but I could tell somehow.


  I could tell who had talent, and who didn’t.


  The illogical side of me said that she’s the former. It’s not just because of the completeness of this work, but that when seen together, the thought process and action allowed me to determine that Isana Higashira was what people would call a genius.


  There’s no early or late as to when the talent would show. There were geniuses who won competitions in elementary school, and geniuses of their era who picked up the pen for the first time in adulthood..


  In her case, wouldn’t that be her first year of high school?


  Being an ordinary otaku, she was content with focusing her passion on imitating existing works, but in hindsight, wouldn’t that be the turning point of it all—and wasn’t I witnessing this moment?


  I watched on, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the picture of the Western-style building that was getting increasingly detailed. It went from a rectangular to one with pillars, windows, balconies, railings, depth—


  —At that moment, someone grabbed my hand, the one that wasn’t on Isana’s side.


  It wasn’t forceful. It wasn’t a tug. The hand was just covering mine, and a cool sensation spread over the back of my hand. This alone caused me to jolt, and I turned to look.


  Yume kept looking at her lap while she had her hand over mine.


  It’s like she wanted to anchor me here.


  She didn’t say anything; she didn’t look at me.


  “…………”


  “…………”


  Yume didn’t insist on anything. She didn’t intend to convey her thoughts or pleas in her gaze.


  Maybe it’s just me being deluded.


  Somehow—that sidelong face looked a little forlorn to me.


  …Did I just try to abandon her?


  I didn’t know. I couldn’t decide immediately. Was it just me having a negative fantasy? Or was it my instincts that collated everything together to deduce something, just as they told me that Isana’s talent was real?


  However, there were two facts within me.


  First, I do indeed like Yume Irido.


  The other—in a completely different way, was that I was increasingly charmed by Isana Higashira.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆Good luck just for two


   


  My position was always the same. I was always at the back of the group. I could see the backs of those walking before me. Thus, at this moment, I was staring at Kurenai-san and Asuhain-san’s backs while being two steps behind them.


  Kurenai-san is calmly talking to her kouhai, while Asuhain-san was being all nervous as she responded to the senpai she really respected. I might say that that Kurenai-san’s ability to get friendly with others was prodigious, but it seemed Asuhain-san still wasn’t used to chatting with her.


  We walked for a few minutes, went up a narrow alley-like slope, and a round western-style house appeared before us.


  It’s pretty much the type of western-style house that would appear in a mystery novel—the white walls had tiles resembling fish scales neatly arranged, and that’s why it’s called Uroko House. Even the name sounded like it’s from a mystery novel.


  There were only a few strange visitors—correction, a few ordinary college students and some tourist group of old people who entered this house before us.


  We followed them through the entrance, waited in the visitor queue, paid the entrance fee, and entered the front yard of the house..


  Right in the middle of the front yard was the bronze statue of a boar as big as a man.


  Kurenai-san and Asuhain-san walked down the gravel path and approached the boar statue.


  “Porcellino…”


  Asuhain-san muttered as she stared at the signboard placed before the statue.


  Kurenai-san too stared at the signboard.


  “I heard that if you stroke its nose, you’ll be blessed with good luck. Look at this. Its nose is the only thing glowing because it got touched so many times.”


  “Ah, it’s true. It’s like it’s made of gold…”


  “Porcellino-shi probably had enough of this. Let us pet it as gently as possible for its sake.”


  “I don’t think you’ll need any good luck, President Kurenai…”


  “That is not true. The fact that you joined us this trip—no, the fact that I encountered you is nothing but luck, Ran-kun.”


  “Th-th-that’s…”


  I always supposed Kurenai-san would’ve been popular as a boy. She could somehow say such a cheesy line with a straight face—and not treat it as a joke. That’s how amazing this person called Suzuri Kurenai was.


  …She’s really not treating it as a joke, right?


  Speaking of which, it might be lucky for me that Asuhain-san joined us—if I were alone with Kurenai-san, who knows how often I would be attacked by such ‘jokes’?


  After stroking the boar’s nose for a while, they turned away, and this time, I stood before the boar statue.


  Well, I really wasn’t the type of person who believed in power spots—but since we’re here, I wouldn’t lose out if I touched it a little.


  I slowly reached out my hand to the sparking nose of the gold boar—


  —And as I touched it, another outstretched hand suddenly touched it alongside me.


  “……!?”


  Kurenai-san reached her hand out and looked at my face from up close, smiling.


  “Now you and I shall receive good luck.”


  She put her pinkie onto mine that was touching the boar’s nose.


  “Now then—what luck do you wish for?”


  She chuckled, seemingly enjoying my expression.


  I had several thoughts flash through my mind, but I didn’t express them as I hastily looked away from Kurenai-san, trying to remain calm as I answered.


  “…Someone like me wouldn’t be able to answer.”


  “I see. So you mean to ‘leave it to me’?”


  Kurenai-san quickly removed her hand from the statue and turned away.


  And then,


  “(I promise you that we shall be the best of luck. Will you look forward to it?)”


  The sweet voice echoed in my ear, and Kurenai-san went after Asuhain-san.


  “…………”


  A tad late, I removed my hand away from the statue and gave chase after them, clinging onto the pinkie that had just experienced that touch in my palm.


  —Don’t misunderstand. Don’t misunderstand. Don’t misunderstand.


  And then Kurenai-san showed her pinkie to me, who was behind her, so that only I could see.


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆The emptiness devoid of wishes


   


  “There’s somewhere I want to go, senpai!”


  Asou latched onto my arm with hers as she dragged me along.


  She’s always been like this ever since we first met in the student council. She would throw herself into other people’s embrace without fear of being shunned.


  She’s probably the kind of person who would be restless unless she clung onto someone. After all, she proclaimed that she ‘joined the student council just to be popular’. However, she angered Kurenai after she tried to woo Haba a little too hard, and changed target towards me.


  If I had to say, there were times when I felt that she was frustrating, many times—but normally speaking, that should be the case—the amazing thing about this kouhai was that I just couldn’t reject her.


  Like, how do I put it…after many bumps, she managed to make it this far over the past year, and she’s not unreliable since she’s able to excel next to that Kurenai in the student council—but there were some situations when she would be helpless if she was left to her own devices.


  Given the way she’s clingy towards me, it’s obvious that she had few friends. What would she do once I graduated? It had nothing to do with me, but I couldn’t say that I wasn’t worried about her feelings.


  And so that’s why I had a reason to exist in the student council—starting off, I just wanted to check out the situation, but I never thought I would last till this point.


  Seriously, I was starting to admire the ex-general affairs officer who’s currently busy with the exams.


  “I found this on the internet. Looks like there’s a power spot where wishes can come true!”


  We were so close together that we could feel each other’s breaths, but Asou continued to say excitedly,


  “Ah~” I understood,


  “A power spot? Feels like you’ll like such places.”


  “Eh? Why?”


  “You were probably obsessed with some black magic in middle school or something, right?”


  “Obsessed…wait, not at all?”


  “Can you say that without looking away?”


  Asou’s expression clearly faltered as she cheekily pursed her lips.


  “Like, I can’t help it! That’s how middle school girls are! Doodle some magic array on a notebook, being obsessed with some creepy horror story and stuff! You definitely bandaged your arms with something before, right, senpai?”


  “Why would I know? That’s obviously just a chuunibyou phase…I always played basketball, so I didn’t have time to express such stupid self-desires.”


  “Haaa~aren’t you very conscious? You’re definitely popular with the girls, aren’t you?”


  “Who knows? I don’t really remember.”


  “You liar~ The basketball club definitely have ladykillers.”


  “Don’t spread such bias.”


  Asou snickered as she glanced up at my eyes.


  “I know that you don’t have a girlfriend, senpai.”


  “Don’t go ahead and know this.”


  “I feel that anyone can tell though? Those who have seen you now at least.”


  Did I look like some couch potato without a girlfriend? I didn’t think I was that bad.


  Asou’s arm tightened a little, and I tilted my head slightly.


  We walked up the hill as we chatted, and arrived at what seemed to be the western-style house Asou mentioned.


  To the sides of this mysterious house entrance were sharp eyed demons holding torches. It seemed this western-style house was turned into an art museum.


  “Where is this place?”


  “’Saturn’s Chair’.”


  Fufufu, Asou grinned like a witch.


  “It’s said this place has chairs that can fulfill any wishes once you sit on it…”


  “Saturn, as in that name?”


  “No, not the evil Satan. The roman god Saturn. It sounds the same in English.”


  “Ahh, that one…”


  “Seems like he’s the god of agriculture.”


  Suddenly, it didn’t seem that scary.


  “Do you have any wishes you want to fulfill?”


  “Fufu, what do you think it is then, senpai?”


  “Let’s see…probably something like ‘I hope to have 10k retweets’.”


  “Senpai, do you think Aisa is some attention seeking monster?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “Rude! Aisa only needs you alone to look at her…”


  Huh?


  Hm hm, she snorted, and we entered the western-style house.


  We entered, and there were stairs before us. There were rooms on both sides.


  The right room had a bunch of strange sculptures resembling twisted animals lined on a shelf. It might look scary if someone saw it at night.


  And the room to the left appeared to be where Asou was aiming for.


  “That one…?”


  There were chairs with red cushions placed on both sides of the changing room entrance.


  I see. Those chairs really felt like thrones. On closer look, the backrest and the handles had intricate carvings on them. The handles where the arms would rest had baby cravings with arched backs. I would have believed these were Satan’s chairs if nobody had explained to me beforehand.


  “The right one is for females, and the left one is for males~”


  “Hmmm. They don’t look any different to me.”


  “Let’s sit down together at the same time. Together!”


  There’s timing involved too?


  Before I even had the chance to question, Asou stood before the right chair by the entrance.


  “Ready~!”


  And with her voice counting, I too sat down on the cushion.


  It’s a gorgeous cushion, and absorbed my weight well as its appearance. It’s still a chair that was completely carved though, as I just couldn’t calm down after sitting down.


  I looked to the left and saw Asou sit down on the chair with her back straight, her arms folded before her chest. Ah yes, wishing—I guess I should do that.


  “………”


  After pondering for a few seconds, I had the urge to sigh.


  Why?


  I searched my inner heart—but I didn’t get a result.


  “Senpai. Have you made a wish?”


  Asou put down her arms and looked towards me, saying so,


  “Sorta.”


  “Ehh~, tell me!”


  “I refuse.”


  From another perspective, was I content with my current self—


  —For me, I just felt empty no matter what.


  I stood up from the chair. It would be pointless to keep sitting down.


  Asou then stood up, tiptoeing towards me.


  “Senpai, you’re too lacking in desire. You even go full F2P.”


  “Shut up. What did you wish then?”


  “Eh~? …Do you want to know?”


  She leered away as though to spite me, and said while seemingly trying to get me anxious.


  “A little test then! What kind of wish do you think it is?”


  “’You want to be famous’?”


  “Nope.”


  “’You want to be rich’?”


  “Nope! Aisa isn’t such a girl with zero originality!”


  Asou deliberately puffed her cheeks. Should a second year high school student be doing such things?


  “Is originality that important?”


  “Hm, now that you say so, it doesn’t seem to be some rare wish…ah, but if it’s now, Aisa is the only one who made such a wish.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Aisa said so, right senpai?”


  She made a mischievous smirk.


  And she poked her slender finger at my face, seemingly tempting me.


  Asou said,


  “I know very well that you aren’t popular—senpai.”


  For a moment, I didn’t understand what she meant, and I frowned.


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “What do I mean~♪”


  Asou snickered, and happily left first.


  Asou knew I wasn’t popular, and was the only one who made such a wish…


  “…………”


  My thought process stopped.


  I didn’t have the energy to think of anything at that moment.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆I don’t understand my childhood friend


   


  After walking around Ijinkan, we arrived at Starbucks, and as the photo showed, it’s a mysterious place.


  Starbucks itself was already stylish, but after this stylish western-style house was renovated, it’s super duper stylish. There’s a chandelier straight out of an isekai, windows, fireplace, lamps—tables everywhere, customers drinking coffee. It’s like we entered some upper class salon.


  Deep inside the shop, we ordered at the only familiar sight, the counter, and went up to the second level.


  We were headed to the large living room. There was a table of eight right in the middle, and the wall there had a long painting the size of a blackboard. On both sides were foreign books stacked taller than our eyes. It seemed like a deliberate setup.


  “I-It’s so stylish…! Way too stylish…!”


  Naturally, all of us were impressed, but Higashira especially was watching with glowing eyes. Given an otaku like her, this ordinary stylish Starbucks with an ordinary stylish space might suit her tastes for a fictional flair.


  “Hey, let’s go to the window~!”


  “Ohh! Even the way the sofa is arranged is so stylish…!”


  The window side was arranged in a fan, and there was a sofa and round table set in that fan shape. It felt like the middle seat would be for some mafia boss or something.”


  Irido sat down silently, and Irido-san then sat next to him. She’s a lot more aggressive now compared to before. It seemed like she used to worry about bumping shoulders, but at this point, she’s chatting with him while staring at his face from up close, so close that she could see his eyebrows.


  The result was that Higashira, who lost her position, “Erm…” sounded like she was lost. She might cause pressure for the Iridos if she sat next to Irido…so I thought as I tried to talk to her,


  “Higashira-san, over here!”


  That Akatsuki grabbed Higashira’s hand before I could, and sat her down in the middle of the arching sofa. “Ah, yes” Higashira blurted as she sat to Akatsuki’s right.


  I sat down opposite Irido—to Akatsuki’s left, and whispered to my childhood friend,


  “(Changed religions?)”


  “(Eh~? What? Of course I’ll wish for my friend’s happiness, right?)”


  Sounds sus. Didn’t she think that Irido and Higashira were being too clingy with each other…


  Akatsuki sideeyed me and leered,


  “(Don’t worry about the weird stuff. Can’t you just enjoy being an outright peeping tom? It’s rare for those two to be alone.)”


  …Really sus…


  I could hear Irido-san giggling away. Irido-san leaned over happily, and Irido kept looking aside, not looking back at Irido-san as he murmured away. At this moment, their relationship was like—they knew where their vectors were headed, and it’s just so frustrating.


  And yet, I couldn’t help but look next to me.


  The chibi was sucking on a Frappuccino filled with a heap of cream through a straw.


  Whether it was elementary school when we were on good terms, middle school when we broke up and shunned each other, or when we hung out together again after reconciliation—I was always able to somewhat guess what she’s thinking and doing.


  So, this might be the first time.


  I don’t understand what my childhood friend is thinking—so I thought.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆The way to look at myself


   


  “Eh~!? Amazing! This one’s really sparkling~! I want to take a photo~!!”


  We met up with the rowdy Asou-san, along with Hoshibe-san who was pretending to be a stranger, and all ten of us were gathered.


  The plan was to eat lunch together, and then we would head off to Arima hot springs in the afternoon.


  We’d finally be split between boys and girls for our stayover, so I finally got some breathing room. There were arrows flying from everywhere this time around, and I had nowhere to hide—and who knew what Kurenai-san would do if I remained with her.


  “(How is it?)”


  “Woargh!?”


  I suddenly had my ear blown, and couldn’t help but squeal.


  I looked to the side, and found Kurenai-san giggling happily for some reason.


  “Why, that’s interesting. You act all aloof and all, but your ears are very weak.”


  “…Anyone would be shocked when someone does that.”


  “Do you only feel a shock? I did try to add some ecchiness in my breath.”


  “I was just shocked.”


  Yes. If my heart raced just because of this…my body wouldn’t be able to take it.


  I looked away from Kurenai-san. Asuhain-san didn’t notice as Asou-san was teasing her. Was Kurenai-san seizing this chance?


  “So, how is it?”


  Kurenai-san said softly to me as her shoulder touched mine. It’s just a touch, but I could amply feel this softness, gentleness, slenderness and sweet scent distinct to a girl.


  “How…as in?”


  “I asked you this morning, didn’t I? How’s the group this time?”


  “We split up. How would I know…?”


  “But you’re still able to tell what’s going on, right?”


  Did she think I was some famous detective? She might be the one more suited for this role…


  “…The first year group is very complicated.”


  “Hmmm?”


  Kurenai-san sideeyed the five first years seated on the arch-shaped sofa by the window.


  “Irido-san obviously likes Mizuto Irido, and Mizuto Irido isn’t exactly against that. It seemed like they were stepsiblings just this year, so I guess this might happen…but distance-wise, it doesn’t seem to be just a mutual crush.”


  “Hm? What do you mean?”


  “I’m certain that both of them have feelings for each other, but my guess is that they’ve put it aside for now—I can tell that they ‘like’ each other, but I don’t know if they ‘want to date’, that kind of feeling.”


  I could see their feelings, but I couldn’t tell if they had an intention of having a relationship—of course, it’s just my observation and my random guess.


  “What about that girl? The one with large breasts—Isana Higashira-san?”


  “That one’s even more confusing. To me, she’s a weirdo who’s a complete wildcard. There’s no doubt that she likes Mizuto Irido, but for her to have a love triangle with Irido-san, well, I don’t get that feeling from her—to put it, she gives off the vibe of someone with completely different values.”


  “What about the remaining two? To me, those two appear to be on quite good terms.”


  “Pardon my rudeness, but that’s blind of you.”


  “Hmm?”


  “They’re obviously a couple that broke up. The kind of couple that remain as friends who get along with each other.”


  They understood very well, and never showed concern about stuff ordinary men and women would worry about. Despite that, it felt like they both got lines that they couldn’t cross. There’s no doubt that they’re an ex-couple. I was very certain of that.


  “I see…so they’re childhood friends, and also that. I never thought of that.”


  If this were anime or manga, the story would have ended after dating, but in fact, there’s a possibility of breaking up after dating. It’s natural.


  It wasn’t scary to think that it might happen to me.


  “The reason why they’re able to chat normally after breaking up is because of their great communication skills. Those two probably have some vast social circle in school. Once they got along well, it’s all easy for them.”


  “Seriously, you should be a politician’s secretary in the future or something.”


  “It’s a rare recommendation, and I don’t want to be some lizard tail.”


  Kurenai-san snickered. For some reason, the more I boasted, the happier she was.


  “But really, you really have a keen eye for people.”


  “What are you—”


  Saying this halfway through, I was shushed by a straw.


  The latte straw in Kurenai-san’s hand.


  “How about you look at yourself once in a while.”


  Kurenai-san’s large eyes reflected my face.


  I could see my ever plain face that’s like a photocopy.


  I understood that—but I moved the straw away and said,


  “…What do you want me to do?”


  “You know that.”


  My face is shown in your eyes.


  I can’t see myself, but I can see it when I look at you.


  Truly, I understood that.


  Kurenai-san took the straw I just nibbled and deliberately nibbled onto it.


  “I want you—to come alone at night somewhere.”


  “…Somewhere?”


  She sipped the latte, finishing it, and showed a faint, dauntless smile—looking at me.


  “Shall we rendezvous? Keep it a secret from everyone.”


  She boldly stated.


  That face was overly cool and dazzling—and for a moment, I couldn’t say anything.



Chapter 3: Steamy Events of Love and Youth

  Suzuri Kurenai ◆Behind the Dauntless Smile


   


  “Shall we rendezvous? Keep it a secret from everyone.”


  I boldly said so, got up from my seat, and turned my back away from Joe.


  Then, I went away, pretending to marvel at the interior decorations.


  “…Haa~…”


  I let out a sigh so soft that nobody else could hear,


  But,


  “—Suzurin!?”


  “Ugh!”


  Someone suddenly put a hand on my shoulder. I turned around to find Aisa and Yume-kun  smirking at me with mischievous glowing eyes.


  “We saw that~? Did you say anything to Joe-kun~?”


  “You just sighed, didn’t you!? Were you nervous!? What did you say!?”


  “No, wait, that’s…!”


  ONORE! They’re like hyenas! I just tried to look cool there!


  “Oh my~? Your face is red now, you know~?”


  “You’re so cute, president~!!”


  “S-shut up shut up shut up! Nothing happened, really!”


  What if Joe finds out!? Ah goodness! The air conditioning’s hot here!


   


  Yume Irido ◆Sengoku love and marriage


   


  We left Kitano Ijinkan street, took the subway from Shin-Kobe Station, switched several train rides to arrive at Arima and took several trains to Arima Onsen.


  “Look, Yume-chan! Lawson isn’t blue!”


  “Woah, it’s true. It’s like McDonalds’ in Kyoto.”


  We exited the station and were greeted by a brown Lawson sign, which was a strange sight to us. For some reason, we got excited. Was it because of landscape preservation?


  We left the station and walked up the slope by the river, spotting some stores with old architecture with a long history, and large buildings resembling hotels in the distance. The vibe of a hot spring resort was increasingly amplified.


  On the way there, we passed by a large bridge over the river. I looked up at the landmark sign, and found the words ‘Taikō Bridge’ written on it.


  “Taikō, as in…Toyotomi Hideyoshi? “


  I suddenly asked the president, “Yes” and she nodded.


  “It’s said that Toyotomi Hideyoshi often visited Arima hot springs. See, this place isn’t too far away from Osaka, is it?”


  “Ah…”


  “They call this a therapeutic bath. The couple often visited this place.”


  President said as she pointed at the plaza next to Taikō bridge. The plaza we had passed had a statue of Toyotomi Hideyoshi sitting on a pedestal in the square, which I had casually passed by.


  “It seems that further down, there’s also a bridge called Nene Bridge.”


  “Nene—Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s wife, I guess?”


  “Yes. There’s a statue of Nene over there. It’s said that she and Taikō were looking at each other from far away.”


  As President said, we went further down and found a bridge with red railings along with a statue of a woman in a kimono next to it, looking towards the Taikō.


  “They’re like Orihime and Hikoboshi. They’re looking at each other across the river…”


  “Political marriages were the norm during the Sengoku era, and it’s rare for two to be married out of love—it was said that the family was strongly opposed due to the difference in status.”


  “I see…”


  Family opposition—in that era, family was more important than anything, and despite all that, they somehow got married because they loved each other, huh…?


  “Well, after that, Hideyoshi rose to prominence and added more concubines.”


  “Eh?”


  “It was said that as he was too frivolous, Nene angrily complained to Nobunaga.”


  “Ehhh~?”


  She’s strong.


  As to be expected of the wife of the Ruler of the country, she really acted differently. She’s so different from me, who only knew how to dawdle…


  Being a little curious, I searched it up on the phone, and it seemed Nobunaga actually wrote a letter about her complaint. Simply put, it said ‘that bald rat won’t find a wife as good as you. Don’t be jealous, stand tall and be the main wife’, or something like that.


  Don’t be jealous, stand tall…


  I glanced back at Mizuto and Higashira-san who were behind me.


  Higashira-san was snapping photos on her phone, clinging onto Mizuto’s shoulder and looking at them with him. Arms aside, they might even end up touching faces. Given how close they were being, those who didn’t know—or even those who knew—might assume they’re a couple.


  Jealous, huh?


  No, I might say it’s envy.


  Why did I feel like I lost to another girl in terms of distance, even when we’re living under the same roof? I was already used to it, but sometimes, or all the time, I couldn’t help but doubt—and feel restless—in my mind.


  I too was fond of Higashira-san, and I knew how important she was to Mizuto.


  There’s no reason for me to order her to stop approaching Mizuto… I knew that.


  I understood, but sometimes, I just felt, envious.


  Why couldn’t I stand in that position…anyway.


  …No, my brain would become mush the more I bothered over it.


  Let’s just enjoy the trip. That should be fine.


   


  Isana Higashira ◆The everlasting battlefield


   


  “Isana, aren’t you supposed to be there?”


  We arrived at the inn, picked up the luggage we had sent over beforehand, and first thing first, we were going to bring them to our rooms.


  Yes—the boys to the boys room, the girls to the girls room.


  This unworthy me, Isana Higashira, truth be told, was biologically a girl.


  I would be bothered by stuff like menstruation and such, but well, it’s great that I get to see boobies all the time, and I used to accept that I’m a girl. It’s just that this time, I felt it’d be better to be a boy.


  “Ohhh~! It’s great! Great! Now I’m reminded of the school trip.”


  “Aisa, first thing first, check your luggage. Leave the fun for later.”


  “President, can I put it over there?”


  B-being with those I don’t know…


  There’s Yume-san and Minami-san around, but it’s a little too much of a hard mode for me to sleep in the same room as people I just met today! I recalled the study camp during summer, and looked around meaninglessly, feeling restless.


  I could have bothered Mizuto-kun if he’s around! It’s embarrassing that I only knew how to bother others, but I wouldn’t be suffering this much if my personality could change and such.


  “Higashira-san, have you checked your luggage?”


  Yume-san gently spoke to me, “Ueahh, haa…” and I replied in an overly suspicious manner.


  Yume-san didn’t seem to mind though.


  “Do speak up if you don’t have enough of something. We need to check with the frontdesk.”


  I nodded hard, but deep inside, my heart was increasingly heavy. At this moment, I couldn’t say that I was missing anything, since for me…the task of talking to people was overly difficult. I couldn’t help but think that missing a luggage or two might not be bad after all.


  Luckily, I wasn’t missing much in the luggage. I had some change of clothes and books, that’s all. I didn’t think they would go missing no matter how I messed up.


  But I started checking my luggage while seated in a corner of the Japanese-style room. Mom stuff them in for me, stuff like my clothes, phone and tablet charger, and underwear—


  Huh?


  Why did I have something I had never seen before…what’s this? This red cloth…


  I fumbled around and pulled it out; it’s a bra.


  “Ueh?”


  It’s a damn lewd bra with transparent laces. Wh-what’s this? That’s too transparent, isn’t it!? Wouldn’t the nipples be exposed…!?


  It’s true that I had changed most of my bras due to various reasons, but I didn’t remember having such an erotic one. Wh-why was this..>!?


  “—Hohooo~?”


  I heard a voice behind me, and turned around in shock.


  Minami-san gave a mysterious expression as she looked down at the lewd bra I was holding.


  “You’re holding onto something very interesting~, Higashira-san?”


  “N-no, thi-this is…”


  “Hmm~? What’s wrong~?”


  The moment I tried to bluff, the twintail senpai (Asou-san? Right?) looked very interested as she approached.


  And she widened her eyes once she saw what I was holding.


  “Eh!? What’s that!? So erotic~! And big~!”


  “You actually brought your winning underwear, Higashira-san!”


  “No-no…! That’s not it! I-I don’t know when this got in here…!”


  “Eh~? Then did your luggage mix up with someone else’s? If it’s this size, is this, Ranran…?”


   “Higashira-san, lend me that for a bit~”


  “Ah.”


  Minami-san snatched the bra before I could respond, and read the tag hanging on the bra.


  “FUOOEEEEE!?”


  And then she looked up at the ceiling.


  “Wh-what what!? What’s wrong, Akki!?”


  “………H75………”


  “Huh?”


  Minami-san’s expression was increasingly vacant as she showed the tag.


  “FUOOEEEAAH!?”


  Asou-senpai recoiled too and looked up as though she got hit.


  “Eh…Ecchi, cup…?”


  “Ecchi cup, what…?”


  “Ecchi…?”


  “Ecchi…?”


  Both of them looked down at my chest in unison.


  “”…Ecchi…””


  That’s not what it meant.


  It’s ecchi looking, but it’s not ecchi cup! It’s H-cup!


  “Eh? Wait a sec Akki. What’s the underboob difference if it’s H?”


  “I remember it’s about 26 or 27cm…”


  “Eh? Eh? So the underboob’s 75…then the upper circumference is over 100, right?”


  “I-it’s not that much…! I last measured it at 98cm—”


  “”98!?””


  Th-there’s a stereo reaction once they shouted. Please don’t scare me like that…


  Minami-san and Asou-senpai observed my boobs in detail,


  “…I don’t think anyone else needs this bra…Ranran! Tell me your bra size!”


  Asou-senpai turned around and spoke up, and once she heard that, Asuhain-san answered with an annoyed look,


  “…F60 or so.”


  “””F60!?”””


  This time, I joined the battle too.


  60cm? Not the waist, right? The chest, right? No matter how short she was…F60…I’d never heard of such a size before…


  Asou-senpai cupped her head like her world was turned upside down.


  “Ughh…! Akki, I feel my head breaking…!”


  “Pull yourself together, senpai! Don’t lose to the sugoi dekai!”


  It seemed those two suffered a critical hit. On the other hand, I stared blankly at Asuhain-san’s boobies. So lewd…


  Asuhain-san seemed embarrassed as she hastily escaped, and I then looked back at the fancy lewd underwear Minami-san was holding.


  Given the size, it had to be mine. When did this thing…?


  I looked down at my bag and noticed a paper slip at the bottom of my clothes


  I took it out and found that it was a message for me.


  “’I passed you a cheat item. Use it well. From Mom.’”


  …Mom…you pulled a fast once while packing my luggage…


  Which mother out there will pimp out her daughter’s first time!?


  “Everyone!! If you discover any winning underwear, please report!!”


  “We’ll judge you fair and square.”


  “Also, this unworthy Aisa Asou brought a pure black!”


  “EeEEEEEhhh!? Senpai, you’re complaining about others!?”


  And before I knew it, I found myself involved in the battle with Minami-san and Asou-senpai, to the point where I didn’t have the time to be shy.


  On a side note, the president’s underwear were all lewd.


  “In life, there’s no day without a battle.”


  “”We can tell!!!!””


   


  Aisa Asou ◆Somewhere I belong


   


  “Farewell for now, senpai…”


  “That’s too deliberate, you idiot.”


  I stuck a tongue out at senpai’s usual aloof reaction, and met up with the girls.


  We went to the hot spring streets in the afternoon, so naturally, the boys and girls were split. The local produce and food was nice, but for us girls, hot springs are the best! There’s no mixed bath, so we had to split.


  Well, there’s the occasional need to split. It’s to prepare for tomorrow’s operation…but if I got the time, I wanted to take a stroll with senpai—so I thought.”


  “It seems like there are cheap public baths. Let’s go there first.”


  Suzurin had researched everything perfect, and we followed her down the streets lined with wooden buildings. The impression I had of a hot spring street was where couples would be in yukatas, walking around, but surprisingly, everyone’s clothes were rather normal. It seemed to be difficult to walk in geta because there were so many slopes around. Suzurin explained this to us beforehand.


  “Speaking of which, Aisa, you’ve been working very hard today, haven’t you?”


  Suzurin gave me a leer full of intent.


  “Hmm? What?”


  “You’re being unprecedentedly aggressive today. I didn’t expect you to drag Hoshibe-senpai along so boldly.”


  It seemed she was talking about the morning. For some reason, I felt like my honor was ruined when she mentioned it like this.


  “Sorta~ I’m a little serious this time.”


  “Serious…is that so?”


  Yumechi asked this time. My cute kouhai and disciple asked in a dignified manner.


  “I mean, senpai’s a third year right? He’s already done with his exams, and he’s going to have the free study period in the new year, so who knows when I get to see him—I thought I’d show him my charm~ or that sort of feeling right.”


  “Just be honest. ‘I’m scared that he’ll forget me after he graduates’.”


  Nonsense! How could that senpai who had no luck with women forget such a cute kouhai like me?


  …That’s what the old me would have said.


  “Well…I guess, that’s part of the reason too.”


  I admitted honestly, and Suzurin looked shocked, so shocked that her vexingly large eyes were blinking away.


  “You’re…really serious this time.”


  “I told you, didn’t I?”


  Till this point, I never thought of wanting a specific person to fall for me.


  I might have wanted to be as popular as I could. I wanted anyone and everyone to praise me. It’s because I had such a desire that I started going on SNS, wooing various guys while acting mature…really, with anyone. Everyone else didn’t matter, but this one—I probably never had such a thought before.


  If it’s love, I felt like I had lost, so that’s why I felt so awkward—but there’s a fear and desire I wanted to hide in my heart no matter what.


  I didn’t want senpai to be taken by anyone else.


  I wanted senpai to only look at me.


  I didn’t care how badly he treated me. No, I wanted him to treat me badly. Just me. Just to me.


  At this point, I couldn’t bear it if the place I belonged was elsewhere.


  …When did I start to think this way—


  “—Well, look at me, you singles! I’ll teach you how to conquer a man during these three days!”


  “You just set a beautiful failure flag”


  “Don’t say such ominous words!”


  Joe-kun, you can’t just act like it’s none of your business just because you aren’t graduating!


  “…Do your best senpai…I’ll really support you, for real.”


  “Yumechi~! Thank you~! My kouhai treats me best after all!”


  I hugged Yumechi firmly, and she gave a wry smile.


  …For a moment, I felt like her expression showed that she was thinking about something, and also somewhat serious—but I thought it was just me, so I quickly forgot about it.


   


  Yume Irido ◆Girls don’t normally talk about this, but we got abnormal people here


   


  —Serious.


  Akatsuki-san said, ‘I might get a little serious this time.’


  Asou-senpai too said, ‘I’m a little serious this time.’


  They tried to bluff by saying ‘a little’. They tried their best not to show their true feelings, but they probably were determined to some extent.


  Why did they start to get serious? Asou-senpai wanted to remain next to Hoshibe-senpai even after he graduated, but what about Akatsuki-san? I couldn’t tell if there’s any special period between them, but it’s definitely not unrelated to Kawanami-kun.


  Both sides looked very cordial at this moment, but even then, she wanted to ‘get serious’.


  What about me—I asked myself this question countless times.


  Could I…really get serious?


  Did I…really have the need to get serious?


  “—Yume-chan~! You’re too slow at stripping~!”


  I recovered from my thoughts to see a completely naked Akatsuki-san before me.


  She stood there fearlessly with her hands on her hips, her towel hanging on her shoulder.


  “Akatsuki…shouldn’t you cover yourself a little?”


  “Why~? We’re all girls, right~?”


  Nihihi, she leered in a perverted manner. No, that might be the case, but there wasn’t a need for such an imposing pose, right?


  We were both standing at the female changing area, and were about to enter the bath, so naturally, we had to strip. But I was just thinking about stuff… and I didn’t really have any experience with bathing with others, so I just hesitated in front of the locker.


  I turned my body to the locker, trying my best not to be seen as I hastily pulled my shirt off—but it seemed nobody else felt this way.


  “You’re embarrassed because you think it’s embarrassing! Of course you need to go completely naked!”


  “You mean you just wanted me to show you, right!?”


  “Sorta~” Minami-san would sometimes say stuff that’s unbefitting of a fellow female… No, I got a feeling that she’s joking, and there have been fewer instances recently.


  “I’ll be off first then.”


  Akatsuki-san wasn’t the only one entering boldly.


  President Kurenai didn’t hesitate while being completely naked, her bare butt facing us as she went to the bathroom.


  For some reason, I was inspired as I looked at her back.


  It’s a fact that I just saw the naked body of that president Kurenai. The white fine skin’s so pretty that I got goosebumps…and more importantly, the manner in which she stood, walked and posed were so natural, it’s no wonder that she was the center of attention.


  And in fact, Akatsuki-san too narrowed her eyes at the President’s butt.


  “President-san is…small, but she has a nice body. She got normal sized breasts, but that’s why the ass stands out—”


  “Stop.”


  I put my arm before Akatsuki-san’s eyes. In the near future, it might be the norm to wear our bathing suits in public baths.


  “Speaking of which, Akki, don’t you have a nice figure yourself?”


  So said Asou-senpai, who too was completely naked and had her towel over her shoulder.


  Senpai sized up Akatsuki-san’s body.


  “Slender, little, tight in the right places…have you been exercising?”


  “I do help out with club activities once in a while~…anyway.”


  This time, it was Akatsuki-san looking at Asou-senpai, leering away.


  “Paisen. Don’t you have quite the nice model-like body yourself? Why do all the useless stuff!?”


  “Don’t call it useless! I do it because I want to!”


  Asou-senpai, having removed her clothes filled with landmines and vast vanity beneath her bra, had a tall, slender and flat body that resembled that of a model or a competitive swimmer.


  She’s naked, but she looked artistic rather than lewd. I couldn’t help but be reminded of a naked woman painting or the Venus de Milo. The tautness of the waist was miraculous for a girl.


  “Paisen, you haven’t been participating in club activities, right? What’s with the waist that looks like it’ll snap!?”


  “Fufu, right, right!? I thought my chest would grow if I shrink my waist. I really worked hard on this!”


  “As to be expected of you! Respect respect respect!”


  Once she got praised by Akatsuki-san who suddenly became her disciple, Asou-senpai made several poses, and Akatsuki-san formed a camera with her hands “Great! Great! Snap snap!” she started shouting.


  Higashira-san looked bewildered as she stared at senpai, and started whispering at my eye,


  “(Erm…Yume-san, they…)”


  “(See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil, Higashira-san.)”


  Higashira-san didn’t know about Asou-senpai’s vanity, so the outlandishly deformed body shape might have been shocking to her. “Hawa~…” she looked at the hillocks before her.


  Speaking of which…it’s no wonder rumors were abound that the student council’s full of pretty girls. Asou-senpai or the President had nice bodies. Higashira-san and Asuhain-san aside, Akatsuki-san often exercised, and she had a healthy body shape.


  The specs around me were too high.


  I felt a little intimidated to be bathing with such a group of people…so I thought as I reached behind my back, undoing the bra hook.


  “…Hey, Akki…”


  “…Yes, paisen…”


  “…Someone like Yumechi…”


  “…Yes, someone so serious and innocent…”


  “…Has such an erotic body after stripping…”


  “…It’s really infuriating…”


  I felt a chill strike me, and hurriedly covered my chest with the towel.


  “Somehow, she’s the lewdest looking of us all.”


  “Yume-chan’s the lewdest even without stripping, senpai!”


  “What are you saying!?”


  Please don’t show such malicious looks towards your kouhai and friend!


  Kyaa~! She’s angry~! The two of them cheered like kids and ran off to the bath. Seriously… those two really had quite the synergy. It’s tough.


  I prepared to take a bath too. The remaining two—Higashira-san and Asuhain-san hadn’t finished stripping. Higashira-san had her bra left on her upper body, while Asuhain hadn’t removed her blouse.


  “What’s wrong, both of you? …Are you two embarrassed?”


  Speaking of which, Higashira-san did say something to the effect of “it’s embarrassing even though we’re all girls”—was Asuhain-san such a person too?


  Asuhain-san had her hands on her button, her lips pursed.


  “I-I’m not embarrassed. It’s obvious that we get naked in a hot spring. I’ll be right there. Please go ahead, Irido-san.”


  “I see… alright then.”


  Don’t act so feisty during such situations. I smiled, and Asuhain-san started to undo her buttons.


  The other person, Higashira-san, only had a bra on her upper body, and her skirt was halfway down, her arms wrapped behind her back as she seemed to be embroiled in a tough battle.


  “I-it’s fine…this bra is new, so the hook position is still…”


  “Are you alright? Should I remove it?”


  “P-Please do…”


  I went behind Higashira-san’s back, put my hand on the hook that’s on her white back.


  This bra…had three layers. The belt could be adjusted depending on the bra size, and it’s already at the loosest position… wait, could they be even bigger?


  Feeling a little terrified, I gently undid the hook, and then—


  —Boing!


  I felt like I heard this sound. No, that’s impossible. The breasts expansion wouldn’t make such a sound once freed from the bra due to gravity. No, but, just now, that…


  “Phew. Thank you very much~”


  “S-sure…”


  I felt like I just saw something terrifying, and escaped to the bathroom.


  …Speaking of which.


  We had already met for half a year…but I had never seen Higashira-san’s naked body before…


   


  Yume Irido ◆Four Fruits


   


  “Bwoah~! The water’s golden~!”


  Akatsuki-san stared at the hot spring water and squealed excitedly.


  Was the water golden or tea brown? Anyway, I couldn’t see the bottom. I washed my body, slowly soaked it from the toes, and put the towel in my face onto the edge of the hot spring.


  “Phew…”


  So comfy… we walked quite a bit today, so I felt like my body was eased all over. It’s embarrassing to have others see me relax, so it’s nice to let the translucent water cover my chest.


  “Haa~, such bliss…”


  “Senpai, you’re like an old man.”


  “What’s wrong with that~? It’s a hot spring~. Did you know, Akki? The hot springs here are recorded in the Nihon Shoki, you know?”


  “Nihon Shoki? So it’s beyond mythical now?”


  “Nihon Shoki describes the age of gods only in the first two of all thirty volumes, you know?”


  President Kurenai had a towel on her head as she said something straight out of Wikipedia.


  Asou-senpai put her chin between the tea brown water.


  “Anyway, bliss is good~ the gods lived here before, so probably…”


  I could no longer see the ‘I want to conquer Hoshibe-senpai!’ enthusiasm she had before. Or maybe she’s just conserving her energy.


  Akatsuki-san was sitting at the edge of the hot spring, and turned to look behind.


  “Speaking of which, where’s Higashira-san and the other?”


  “They should be here soon.”


  Speak of the succubi.


  The two girls walked over from the changing room, through the steamy mist.


  Higashira-san was a little taller than me. That’s why Asuhain-san looked a lot smaller next to her.


  But her presence remained unhindered.


  As to why—


  —Boing—nn—boing—nn—,


  “E-erm…what’s wrong?”


  “Why are you looking?”


  Asuhain-san turned aside while trying to escape from Higashira-san’s eyes as the latter looked from above.


  And then Higashira-san tilted over in seemingly pursuit.


  And for every move they made, those things shook…causing ripples—


  —Boing—nn—boing—nn—,


  “”””………………””””
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  We all went silent while facing the incoming four fruits.


  We knew they were big. We knew they were soft, because we touched them.


  But—the white skin and the shapes that could be restored no matter how they shook were absolute unknown territory.


  Both Higashira-san and Asuhain had such large and heavy bonkers, but they didn’t lose at all. To what? Gravity.


  Were they bell curves or what? It’s like they accentuated the roundness of Higashira-san’s underboobs. Asuhain-san on the other hand had bowl shapes, pretty semi-spherical shapes, their roundness striking. They’re too bowlish to be called bowls.


  Such amazing pressure. Before I knew it, I found my eyes heaving up and down like a machine as I followed the bouncing boobs.


  “Kept you waiting~”


  Higashira-san knelt down before us and said in a relaxed manner. The moment she bent over, I saw the lumps of the bell curves stretch downwards.


  Next to her, Asuhain-san took out some hot water from the bath and poured it into a pail. The droplets of hot water refracted light, shining upon her little body.


  “Alrighty.”


  Higashira-san did the same. The moment she raised the pail over her shoulder, I saw the breasts rise along with her arms, and they deformed with a bounce.


  I looked up from the pool and saw the expanding base and the beautiful curves that were like a math equation, and the hot water droplets dripped down them.


  “…? Erm, is something wrong…?”


  Higashira-san and Asuhain-san finally noticed our expressions.


  However, I couldn’t answer.


  I could only worship the miracle called the human bodies.


  Until one person… one brave warrior dared to challenge the miracle.


  “Higashira-san…”


  Akatsuki-san seemingly groaned.


  She inched towards Higashira-san along the edge of the pool, and said with a dead serious expression.


  “Can I… touch those raw boobies?”


  “Ueh?”


  Higashira-san was confused, and blinked away.


  On the other hand, Akatsuki-san was basically worshipping as she stared at Higashira-san’s fruits.


  “It’s not because I’m being perverted… it’s just that I… as a human, think that… if I could just touch them, something would change… something like that!”


  “What…do you mean…?”


  “Certain things that I couldn’t change until now… fate… destiny… life… certain things that couldn’t be fathomed by human capabilities…”


  “H-huh…?”


  Sometimes, I just felt that Akatsuki-san was a genius.


  For at this moment, I too agreed with her sentiments.


  “Higashira-san, me too…”


  “Ehhh!? Yume-san too!?”


  “J-just two pinches! With my fingertips! Can I!?”


  I hastily backtracked my request, but Higashira-san felt something was amiss.


  “Ranran… come here.”


  “…I don’t want to.”


  “Please! Just a little while!”


  “I refuse! I have a bad feeling about this!”


  “Ran-kun…can you come here for a moment?”


  “Et tu President…!?”


  Even Asuhain-san was getting begged by pious worshippers.


  A common scene in manga would be something like…’Eh~!? You haven’t grown any bigger~?’ or something of that sort. In fact, that scene never existed.


  The reality’s… harsher than that.


  The massive objects had faith residing in them. One could understand from the Great Buddha statue in Nara. Thus, only those who had great faith could touch those big boobies.


  Higashira-san looked troubled for a while, and looked aside in embarrassment.


  “S…………since you said so…”


  We were permitted.


  Akatsuki-san and I exchanged looks, and we nodded.


  “Then.”


  “One on each side.”


  “Eh!?”


  I took the right and Akatsuki-san took the left as we reached out.


  We put our fingers on the white skin that’s dripping in steam. We didn’t exert strength at all, but just the mere touch caused our fingers to sink in.


  “…Oh…” “…Ohh…” “Ohhh, ohhh.” “Oh, ooooohhhhhhh?”


  We marveled in excitement, amazement and confusion as we moaned.


  What is this…!? What is this! What is this!?


  No matter how our fingers sank in, no matter how they were deformed, they would bounce back to their original shape.


  They’re beautiful. Not just in appearance and sound, but even in touch.


  “Fuaah…! A-A little gentler, pleace…–hyaa!? N-not the nipples! Stop stop!”


  Yep. Nipples are a no go. Let’s try to avoid writing about them.


  As per Moses’ Ten Commandments, You shall have no other gods.


  Just the description of them being ‘pretty and cute’ would suffice.


  “…Haa~…”


  I let out a sigh that was more comforting than when I soaked in the hot spring.


  “I feel like my life’s about to change starting tomorrow…”


  I looked up at the ceiling blankly, and Akatsuki-san started rubbing her own chest with the hands that had groped the Great Higashira-san herself. She probably wanted to transfer some gene involving pretty boobies onto herself.


  Higashira-san looked worn out as she sank her divine body into the tea brown hot water.


  “Haa…do girls do this amongst each other…? I thought this only happens in manga…”


  “Well~…”


  “Who knows~…”


  Akatsuki-san and I averted our eyes. We then saw Asuhain-san get captured by Asou-senpai, blushing away as President Kurenai rubbed her breasts with a grim look.


  Usually, such things wouldn’t happen..usually speaking…


  “Now I know for the first time. Mizuto-kun had been holding back the entire time~”


  “”Eh?””


  The moment we heard those careless words, Akatsuki-san and I looked at Higashira-san in unison.


  “W-wait a minute. What do you mean? Did you…”


  “Did you get touched by Irido-kun before, Higashira-san?”


  “I did.”


  That-that guy! He acted so innocent! He said they’re just friends! Somehow he loves to touch those boobies!


  “Ah, no, it seemed like an accident though? He immediately moved his hand away.”


  “Accident…hm~…”


  “Then he’s just a lucky pervert~! Good for him~”


  I’d been living with him for more than half a year, but I never encountered such an accident before, you know? He never touched my chest once, even including the one and a half year we dated!


  “Well, you’re already together, so one or two accidents do happen~. I don’t mind.”


  That’s why I mind.


  “…Say, Higashira-san—”


  —Have you seen Mizuto naked?


  I barely managed to swallow the words that were about to rise out of my throat.


  That’s dangerous, too dangerous. I nearly ended up being nosy about their relationship. I nearly caused conflict unnecessarily.


  …But she definitely never saw him naked. Yep. They never had the chance to bathe together. It’s just me. I’m the only one who knows about Mizuto’s most important part…fufu…fufufu…


  “Speaking of which, Minami-san.”


  Higashira-san soaked her big boobies in the hot water, and only showed the upperboobs like a whale.


  “You’re the childhood friend of that frivolous guy, right~ You probably had one or two ecchi scenes with him, right?”


  “Ah.”


  Are we seriously asking about that—I was quietly rattled.


  I never actually probed into the relationship between Akatsuki-san and Kawanami-kun. They had been so physically close with each other, and for more than a decade, so it’s obvious this happened once or twice. Maybe they weren’t accidents, but deliberate…I didn’t have the guts to ask such explicit stuff about my friend.


  I suddenly tensed up and peered at Akatsuki-san’s face.


  Akatsuki-san gave a long meaningful smile.


  “Who knows~ do you think we did?”


  “I feel that’s a reply to be expected of someone who definitely did something.”


  “Well then~ but you don’t want to know right? Stuff like…how do I pretend not to notice any awkward scenes involving him.“


  “I think you basically admitted this.”


  W-what? What awkward scenes…can you be more specific?


  And while ignoring me, Higashira-san asked vaguely,


  “Minami-san…I might hazard a guess or two…”


  “Hm?”


  “You have experience, right?”


  I froze up.


  It’s just me. Even though we’re in a hot spring. Glass shattered.


  Experience.


  Even I understood what that meant.


  Did the feeling of being naked and liberated cause her to cross a line she usually wouldn’t or something? Higashira-san unwittingly crossed a forbidden territory.


  It’s natural to assume though. We gave her love advice, and we had love experience. And beyond that—she had a boy so close to her, so it’s no wonder that she was doubting.


  For me, if we’re talking about the time Mizuto and I dated, or when we were living together—it was probably a certain moment.


  I suppressed my incessantly throbbing heart in the hot water and stared at Akatsuki-san’s expression.


  “Experience, huh…?”


  Akatsuki-san gave a troubled smile, and then said,


  The answer was,


  “■■.“


  —’Yes’, or ‘no’.


  That answer would be a secret only to us.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Handmade Handcuffs


   


  “These croquettes are delicious.”


  “Good thing we had a light lunch.”


  “Kurenai’s plan catered for this. She really can use her skills for fun.”


  “Oh, they’re selling cider. I’ll check it out.”


  Us boys were strolling down the hot spring street, mainly to eat. We did whatever we wanted individually, so it’s pretty much a bunch of ragtags, but at the very least, we all agreed that we didn’t intend to bathe several times a day.


  We walked down the shop with some of the famous croquettes in hand, and found a corner with lots of people sitting on the ground under the eaves.


  It was a footbath.


  It appeared to be free. People passing by took off their shoes and socks, soaking their feet in the stone tub.


  “Huh?”


  While I watched on from the sideline, looking at this street where there’s pretty much a hot spring everywhere, I suddenly saw someone seated there, suddenly looking back at us.


  “Oh, isn’t that you, senpai~?”


  “Ahh? What, you girls?”


  Asou-senpai turned around. On a closer look, I found President Kurenai, Asuhain-san, Minami-san, Isana and even Yume had their feet in the stone tub.


  We subconsciously approached them, and Asou-senpai suddenly spoke to Hoshibe-senpai excitedly.


  “Senpai, have you guys been to any hot springs?”


  “Nope. We didn’t since there’s one at the inn.”


  “So you’re just eating and walking around? As to be expected of boys. Aisa and the others went to take a bath~”


  Now that she mentioned it, the glow on her hair and skin were…no, didn’t notice. I usually wouldn’t observe such things, so I couldn’t really tell what the difference was.


  “In that case, how about a foot bath?”


  Said President Kurenai, who had put away her stockings and was putting her feet into the hot water.


  “There’s enough space now. Four people should be fine, right? “


  So she said to Hoshibe-senpai, as she left some space between her and Asou-senpai for one more one more person.


  …I see. An assist?


  Minami-san probably understood what was going on as she said with great enthusiasm.


  “Sure why not? Come here, Kawanami and Irido-kun! There’s no footbath at the inn right?”


  “Oh, that’s right! We’re at the hot spring street after all!”


  Kawanami received the pass and immediately responded by quickly taking off his shoes and socks, rolled up his pants, and sat down next to Minami-san. Someone from the boys’ side invited the others, and was sitting next to a girl, so others would be encouraged to do the same.


  The childhood friends really synchronized well at such moments.


  “Well, let’s rest and sit around.” Hoshibe-senpai said as he sat down next to Asou-senpai. Haba-senpai and I couldn’t just stand there…maybe that’s what Haba-senpai wanted to do, but President Kurenai dragged him over while she remained seated.


  The boys all sat apart between the girls like we’re in a nightclub or something…so I quietly sighed, thinking that I should look for Isana, and went towards her, but,


  “Over here”


  At this moment, Yume left a seat for me.


  Next to her, Isana inched aside, leaving a space.


  Once I sat there, I would be sandwiched between Yume and Isana…but if I ignored that position, I might end up revealing my thoughts, and it’d feel humiliating in some way..


  Checkmate.


  Really, they checkmated me. I quietly surrendered as I sat between Yume and Isana, soaking my bare feet in hot water.


  Yume peered at me from the side and said,


  “How is it? Does it feel good?”


  The warmth of the hot water seeped into my legs little by little. It felt like half the fatigue that had built up in my muscles melted away, and really felt good..


  “Well, it’s been a long time since we’ve walked around like this all day. I don’t really understand the difference between this and a normal bath though.”


  “A hot spring is definitely more comfortable, right? The hot water is golden and cloudy—right, Higashira-san?”


  “That’s right… hafuu.”


  Isana let out a little yawn. Her eyes were a little blurry as she kept blinking away.


  “Sleepy?”


  “We woke up early after all~…and we just took a bath~ …”


  “The hot spring is fine.”


  “That’s because you Yume-san and the others wouldn’t let me sleep at all… “


  “D-don’t make it sound so lewd…well, it’s true that we did some lewd stuff though.”


  What happened in the hot spring…


  Isana was really groggy and slowly tilted her body towards me. Our shoulders touched, and I could feel warmth akin to a hot water bag. I guessed it’s because they had taken a bath in the hot spring. On closer look, maybe it might be just me overthinking it, but her hair’s fluffy, and her cheeks were soft like a baby.


  “Don’t sleep for real. It’s hard to hold up your head without a backrest.”


  “Do your best~…”


  “No, oy.”


  Finally, her head rested on my shoulder. The fluffy hair hit her cheeks and neck. The special fragrance after a fresh shower came right at me. I had no choice but to put my arm around her shoulder as a backrest.


  “Am I supposed to be a pillow …”


  “It’s all because of what you usually do. Don’t just give girls a lap pillow.”


  In response to Yume’s reproachful tone, “I didn’t do that, she made me do it.” I retorted. I definitely never said that I consciously made the decision to give Isana a lap pillow.


  “Well, I get that feeling. Hot springs are relaxing.”


  “Is it that relaxing?”


  “You usually take a short bath, don’t you? I like to bathe.”


  Yume stretched her legs in the hot water and lifted them slightly. The calves that were exposed from the water surface glistened with wetness. My eyes were drawn to the white skin that was different from mine, devoid of any hairs. I then looked down at the knees that were showing under the hem of the skirt, and then at the thighs, before I resolved myself to let my eyes flee back to my knees.


  “Since it’s a rare chance, how about you enjoy the hot springs? You’ll have nice, soft skin.”


  Yume said, and her lips that had some balm on it smiled.


  On a closer look, I found that Yume’s skin was smooth like a baby, with a burning redness…no, actually, I was pretty much used to it, since I had seen Yume right out of the bath so often. It’s nothing unusual, but—


  “…Do you want to see a bouncy and tender me?”


  “Hm. A little bit.”


  The conversation was a normal and natural one.


  But my pinky on the mat was gently touched by Yume’s.


  Bikuri, I felt an electric jolt at that touching part. It’s just an accident, right? I just overreacted slightly—


  “You have such nice skin and a cute face. Are you going to become a girl if you keep bathing in hot springs?”


  However, there was no separation.


  Yume’s pinky, which I touched, stroked my pinky back with her fingertip.


  “…Is this a scene out of some old manga?”


  “Speaking of which, I think that happened before. I saw it on Netflix too.”


  It started with the fingertip. After that, it passed the first joint, and then she played with the second joint.


  Finally, it reached the base of my pinky finger and entered the gap between my pinky and ring finger, interlocking our pinkies together.


  “Anime in the past is very long, and it feels like time passes by quickly after watching…”


  Yume’s pinky burrowed deep into the grab, and seemed to be fiddling with something between my fingers.


  It seemed like she wanted to seek something. I might be mistaken, but I just couldn’t shake off that explanation in my mind, and it numbed my brain cells little by little.


  I had to try. Was she just fooling around, or—


  My ring finger slipped between Yume’s fingers.


  “—Ah.”


  I thought I heard a very soft sound.


  Somehow, although I couldn’t confirm it with my eyes—I could hear…something like a moan right next to me.


  Yume’s slender fingers felt more moist than I remembered. I stroked the side of her middle finger, and I rubbed her fingers as though I was scratching them, just as she did. Suddenly the ring finger, which was slightly, really only slightly in the way, moved aside—and like it yearned for my touch.


  I felt a wire snap in my head.


  My fingertips, one by one, stroked Yume’s fingers from root to tip. After this, my palm slowly left the pinky and covered Yume’s entire hand.


  The surrounding noise faded out of my mind.


  I could feel Yume’s hand in my palm, and indeed, it was moist, smooth, and small. I didn’t think my hand was much bigger than hers, but her hand was wrapped in mine, and only then did I reluctantly realize why I was a man, and she was a woman.


  I slid my hand towards her wrists, wanting to seek out more. It’s really slender. The ring finger climbs from the wrist to the back of the hand, and easily catches it. I felt like I was putting handcuffs on her. When I did so, she had nowhere to run to.


  Thump thump, I could feel Yume’s pulse from my fingertips.


  I didn’t know when it started, but we weren’t talking anymore.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆There’s no way my childhood friend can be so cooperative


   


  Alright!


  I slammed the ‘yes’ button yes button in my heart while being surrounded by this dense, sweet and sour atmosphere.


  Irido siblings aside, Asou-senpai was also pressing her shoulder onto Hoshibe-san to launch a decisive attack, while the Student Council President was fiddling her bare feet with Haba-senpai’s feet in the foot bath. The only thing I hated was that Higashira fell asleep while resting on Irido…


  I took the trouble to get the boys and girls to sit next to each other. Great that the girls will play along, but the guys, including Hoshibe-san, were all very passive people for some reason.


  “You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”


  Akatsuki chimed in next to me.


  “Well, everything’s going well after all..”


  “You really have no boundaries, huh~. So any couple will do?”


  “No way. I’m not interested in the frivolous cheerful couple over there. It doesn’t work if there’s no sense of innocence to them.”


  “I see~ So the student council’s perfect for you?”


  “Don’t act like you understand. Speaking of which, since when did you get so well acquainted with the girls of the student council?”


  “I was on the cheerleading squad during the sports festival. We’re on good terms, you know? I know a lot even when everyone doesn’t~”


  “What…?”


  It was an obvious bait, but I had to bite.


  Of course, there were various rumors about the current student council that had become a pretty girl group. It’s true that every member’s tight-lipped, and proper intel circulating among the students’ intelligence network the students has been very little.


  Akatsuki leered away.


  “Do you want to know about the student council’s love affairs?”


  Yes.


  …But it wouldn’t be wise to take the bait that easily. She’s going to be hoarding the intel regarding the relationships in the student council.


  “Don’t underestimate me. I do have some intel myself.”


  “Like?”


  “Like when Asou-senpai made bento for Hoshibe-san at the sports festival…or when the Student Council President and Haba-senpai disappeared together at the culture festival.”.


  “Hmmm…that’s it?”


  “What?”


  “Girls~really can talk about anything once you become friends with them, you know?”


  Anything, you see?


  I couldn’t help but cast a fiery stare towards Akatsuki, “Hee hee hee.” And she gave a suspicious laugh. D-damnit…! It’s illegal that she’s a girl…!


  “Do you want to know? You want to, right? If you want me to tell you~this lady shall be merciful enough to tell you one big secret as a service, okay?”


  “Ugh…”


  “Huh?”


  Akatsuki leaned her shoulder over and waited while pricking her ears. Dammmiiiittt….!!! I really hate this, but this would be where all pride had to be abandoned …!


  “Pl-please, tell me …”


  “Hmhmph~!”


  Akatsuki gave a completely fake smile. Arrrrrrrgggggghhhhhh~~~~!!


  “Then, don’t tell anyone.”


  Akatsuki gently beckoned me to lean over. I leaned over and put my ear at her mouth.


  Akatsuki’s breath tickled my outer ear, and then she murmured softly, shaking my eardrums.


  “(I guess Asou-senpai…will be confessing to Hoshibe-senpai during this trip.)”


  My eyes widened and I looked at Akatsuki’s face again.


  It’s the same leery smile as before, but she didn’t appear to be joking.


  “… Really?”


  “Really really.”


  I squinted my eyes at the twintail senpai sitting next to Hoshibe-senpai.


  Speaking of Aisa Asou, she’s infamous amongst us for taunting boys and capturing them since her first years. This much was still fine, but the issue was that such beauty was a powerful weapon. And as a price, it seemed she wasn’t particularly liked by the girls.


  That’s why nobody heard about who she was gunning for. The given reason was that she’s aiming too high, but at this moment, the most convincing explanation would be that she’s aiming for the ex- Student Council President’s Tōdō Hoshibe.


  Hoshibe-san too had outstanding grades and was once part of a sports club, and given his height, he’s lowkey popular. It seemed he didn’t have a girlfriend because he found it a hassle, but people thought of it as being high-spec or ‘cool’. He might be the ideal male body.


  There’s Aisa Asou, the embodiment of male popularity, and Tōdō Hoshibe, the embodiment of female popularity—if these two were to get together, it would be the birth of a super couple, probably…


  “Senpai senpai! Take a picture-!”


  “Ah…? What a hassle.”


  “Then I’ll take it without permission!”


  “Do you know what image rights are?”


  “Here, smile~!”


  “…Don’t post it on the internet.”


  Asou-senpai put her hand on Hoshibe-san’s shoulder under the guise of taking a selfie, and her breasts were pressed to the limit.


  That distance…that attack…clearly wasn’t just a simple teasing…it felt like it’s for real…


  “It’s real, right?”


  I saw Akatsuki say so smugly, and sensed something was amiss..


  “What are you… up to?”


  “What do you mean~?”


  “You’re always bashing me for being a stalker or something, so why are you giving me so much leeway? Why are you willing to give me this kind of information when you’re always bashing me as a stalker or something?”


  Akatsuki Sus.


  She’s definitely planning something given how she’s doing such beneficial things to me.


  “Because I’m friends with Asou-senpai. I want to support my friend’s relationship. See, if I tell you, won’t you be better able to assist?”


  The reasoning made sense… but somehow, it felt like a premanufactured answer…


  I couldn shake off this feeling that something was amiss, but before then.


  “Everyone. We should leave. It’s bad to keep occupying this place…”


  The Student Council President said, “Okay~” and Akatsuki stood up.


  I didn’t get the chance to ask further, and Akatsuki shouted “Higashira-san, wake up~. You too, Yume-chan, let’s go!” She called out to the girls, and Higashira rubbed her eyes, “Ah, yeah…” while Irido sounded listlessly. I had no chance to interrupt.


  “Senpai~! See you at the hotel~!”


  I could only watch the backs of the girl group leaving towards the hillside.


  It felt very strange today…what’s with her…?


  “…Haah…”


  After the girl group left completely, Irido let out a deep sigh..


  Was it just me, or did his face look redder than usual?


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing…”


  Irido gave a vague answer, and started wiping his legs wordless.


  “We should leave soon.”


  Hoshibe-san said so, and we left the footbath.


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆Can you stop?


   


  We had a walk around the hot spring town until the sun set, and returned to the inn to take a bath. It would be free time until dinner.


  I put on my yukata and sat in the lobby lounge, playing with my phone. It’s nice to go for a walk with my kouhais, but I needed my alone time. It’s nice to be alone and enjoy the mood of an inn, which is atypical of a high school student.


  “Senpai?”


  Supposedly—but.


  I barely responded to the familiar voice and lifted my head to see Asou’s familiar smile peering at my face. It’s a familiar smile, a deliberate and flattering expression.


  “What are you doing? You’re alone in a place like this”


  “Nothing at all.”


  “Fufu. It’s so unlike you.”


  With that, Asou slowly tugged at my sleeve and gently swayed her body.


  I pretended not to see her, and she went before me, bending down, peering at my face, and waved her sleeves in front of me again.


  “Senpai? Senpai~? Say something~”


  …Goodness me. She’s quite the insistent one.


  Asou’s wearing a yukata like me. She’s waving the sleeves of the red haori.


  Plain clothes were usually a landmine for her, but merely switching to a yukata gave her a fresh feeling. Now that I had a proper look at her, she’s decent at least.


  I twist my lips sarcastically.


  “Nice horse costume you have.”


  “You mean the cutest in the world?”


  “Revise your N5 Japanese.”


  “I thought that’s what you mean.”


  Look, there’s a limit to how much you can mistranslate stuff.


  Asou sat down next to me without asking for permission. I didn’t have the chance to escape as she slid her ass next to me, and we were so close, our shoulders were touching.


  And then,


  “Good work, senpai♪”


  She whispered into my ear as though she’s blowing at it.


  I tilted my head aside to escape.


  “For what?”


  “Leading the kouhais has been very difficult, right?”


  “I don’t know how I’ve been working hard. That Kawanami’s been dragging me around instead, you know?”


  If he hadn’t been around, and just the three of us, I would be the leader…Kawanami’s a proactive guy, which made things a lot easier for me.


  “That first year Kawanami-kun managed to lead with good vibes, but you’re impressive yourself. You’re good at taking care of others, right senpai?”


  “Don’t praise me. I feel like I’m being bluffed when I’m praised by you.”


  “I’m serious.”


  And unwittingly.


  I heard not a teasing voice, nor a flirty one, but a serious voice.


  For a moment, I was confused as to whose voice it was. I turned aside to see the familiar face of my kouhai there.


  “Say, senpai, I really mean it, you know? I really think—you’re great.”


  “Oy, what’s wrong? The weird way you address yourself in third person…”


  “Because, if I don’t talk to you seriously once in a while, you won’t be able to accept me seriously, right?”


  Saying that—Asou overlapped my hand with hers. It’s like she’s grabbing it.


  “You’re amazing, senpai. You’re smart, athletic, and have a keen eye for others. And… no matter how annoying I am, you never shooed me away.”


  “…You know, I really have the urge to.”


  “But you don’t really mean it, right? If you really wanted to break away from me, you wouldn’t have returned to the student council room after retiring, right?


  “……”


  The reason why I continued to show up in the student council room after I retired was because I was worried if my kouhais were working properly.


  Having said that… I wasn’t worried about my own successor, Kurenai. When I made her vice-president, I had a feeling she’s more like a president than I was. I knew she could do a better job than me.


  Instead of her, I was more worried about—


  “I… might have mentioned this before, but I’m the oldest sister in the family…ehe, you understand, right? I’ve always taken care of the younger ones, so I really want to be doted on.”


  “…So you’re treating me as your aniki!?”


  “Yes. A reliable onii-chan. Are you happy?”


  “Like hell I can be happy. I’ll be worn out having a little sister like you. “


  “Then.”


  Asou’s hand exerted a little more force.


  “Then—you don’t want to be my onii-chan?”


  …That’s.


  Then, what would happen…if I didn’t act as one.


  No…what was I thinking? In any case, I never wanted to be her big brother to begin with. It’s just that when I saw her eyes, that serious face, it’s like she’s hinting at a certain thing—beyond that..


  “—Huh~? Senpai, what weird things are you thinking about?”


  “…Huh?”


  I then noticed that the world was seemingly changed as Asou’s expression reverted back to a mischievous one.


  “So if you don’t want to be onii-chan—that means you want to be…a man…!? Is that what you’re thinking?”


  “…Not at all…”


  “Oh my oh my? Don’t you sound a little anxious? Did I guess it right?”


  “Shut up!!”


  I shoved her shoulders hard, and she stood up with a giggle.


  “Then, Aisa will be off first…! You can be a little more honest, senpai!”


  Asou left happily.


  I had my elbows on the armrests as I held up my face, watching her leave. There’s an ambiguous and confusing mood tormenting my heart.


  Seriously, what’s with her…


  Was she joking around or serious?


  Aisa Asou ◆The most joy is when in love


   


  “Niheh~.”


  “””…………”””


  My cheeks felt fluffy as I enjoyed the sumptuous dinner that was brought to me.


  Was it because it’s delicious? That too.


  But more importantly, what made my food appetizing was senpai’s face that’s etched in my mind.


  “Niheheh~”


  That face of someone who’s caught off guard! He’s actually looking forward to having such a relationship with me! Seriously! He’s always acting so aloof, but senpai’s still a boy after all! There’s no need to face it~!


  “…Aisa”.


  Suddenly, Suzurin put down her chopsticks.


  “Hm~? What is it?”


  “That’s enough.”


  “What~?”


  “Boast away.”


  Immediately, Yumechi, Ranran and Akki turned to look at Suzurin.


  “P-President? Are you sure?”


  “Don’t do that!! We’ll ruin this delicious food here! “


  “As expected of you, president. You’re so understanding~!”


  I didn’t know what’s going on, but it seemed they were being rude.


  Suzurin put her cheek against her hand that’s propped by her elbow..


  “If you continue eating while leering away, food will not taste good. Take this chance to reveal it so that it can be a snack for us, alright?”


  “Eh~? What are you saying~? Aisa doesn’t~understand~♪”


  “Alright, fess up. What happened between you and Hoshibe-senpai!”


  Kyaa~ scary~♪ Why are you so angry~? Things aren’t going well between you and the guy you like?


  “If you want to hear it so badly~ well, it’s embarrassing, but I’ll say it, okay~?”


  It’s really embarrassing though! I really wanted to keep this a secret between me and senpai! Everyone wanted me to say it! I really had no choice!


  So I told them about what happened with senpai just now.


  “—Right!? Isn’t senpai cute? Speaking of which, it’s troubling that it’s so fun~”


  “””……”””


  What’s going on? Why were Suzurin and the others exchanging looks in silence?


  H-huh? Where’s the “Kyaa~!”? Shouldn’t they be making all kinds of catcalls at this moment?”


  “You smiled so lecherously, I thought you kissed…”


  “I thought your confession succeeded …”


  “Somehow you’re still able to smile like that after such little progress, senpai.”


  R00d!?


  “Bless me already! I got that senpai to hide his embarrassment, you know!? That’s a big win!”


  “Pardon my rudeness, but I guess it’s just you who’s thinking he’s hiding his embarrassment, senpai. Like, since he said ‘shut up’, he probably thinks you’re annoying.”


  “Get out of here with your facts and logic—!!”


  Ranran’s always like this! She immediately shoved reality down my face! She’s just a kouhai!


  “Well, even if he is hiding his face in embarrassment.” Suzurin said. “You really are a loose woman to be leering and all just from him hiding from you. Wouldn’t you be to the moon if it escalates any further?”


  “It’s one thing if it’s just leering.” Akki then continued, “You grin away when things are going well, get dejected when things don’t, but looking all bitter is a hundred times worse than grinning away.”


  “That’s a good point….there’s nothing more annoying in this world than a psychotic woman.”


  “Exactly!


  “Who’s a psycho!?”


  Like, I had confidence in my psychology! I had a strong will that didn’t care about how much the other girls hated me


  “W-well, progress is good.”


  Ohhh, Yumechi, my good disciple is still nice to me!


  “Like, nothing happened over the past year, right? It’s no wonder you’re happy from the reaction!”


  “Ugh… Such thornful words…!”


  Ahh yes…nothing happened over the past year…I looked like I had an interest in seducing men, but for a whole year…I’m sorry, but it’s just my looks…it’s better than being a real bitch, right…?


  “Ah, she’s dejected.”


  “I-I’m sorry senpai! I think it’s fine to be cute!”


  “Hic, hic…really…?”


  “I think it’s cuter like this than to act strangely calm!”


  “… Do I usually act strange and calm …?”


  “Ah, no, that…!”


  That’s what you think, right!? You call me master, but that’s what you really think, right!? Uuu, girls are really scary…


  “Don’t be so distraught, Aisa.”


  Suzurin moved her chopsticks again.


  “It’s a lot better than a year ago.”


  “Are you comforting me!?”


  “Was Asou-senpai so bad a year ago?”


  Yume asked, tilting her head. She’s making it sound like I was bad enough already, right?


  “It’s worse than bad. She cornered Joe just because of a little matter. Like, why was someone like her in the student council? I went directly to talk with the general affairs senpai who recommended Aisa.


  “We were really on bad terms back then~! Ahaha!”


  “That’s not funny. I really wanted to get rid of you back then.”


  “So why did it end up like this?” Akki asked, “Both of you don’t seem to be on such bad terms now.”


  “That’s self-explanatory.”


  With that, Suzurin gave me a meaningful look. I had a bad feeling about this.


  “For good or bad, people change all the time—it’s because of love.”


  “Ahhhh! It’s true that Asou-senpai seems like the type to change for a man!”


  Akki, you’re always saying such rude things to your senpai too!


  I turned my head away angrily.


  “You’re making it sound like I liked him first. It’s senpai who approached me first though! “


  “Well, it’s true that you were always avoiding Hoshibe-senpai initially.”


  “Eh? Really?”


  Looking at the surprised Yumechi, Suzurin showed a faint smile.


  “Well, it’s pointless to tease such a self-centered person. Actually, it’s hard to deal with her back then. Aisa might look like that, but she couldn’t handle those really manly guys. She’s only able to deal with those she had an advantage over, honest guys.


  Pfft. I heard a little spurt of food.


  I looked over at where the sound came from, and found Isana-chan sitting there, eating quietly.


  Isana-chan noticed the stares gathered on her, and panicked.


  “I’m sorry! It’s okay! I didn’t think it’s anything like a cliché Otasa princess!”


  “You said it already, you know?”


  Akki retorted, and Isana-chan appeared flustered, but that wasn’t a bad thing per se. In fact, that’s right. I did have the vibe of an Otasa princess. Except for the body!


  “Well, that’s why she didn’t interact with Hoshibe-senpai to begin with. But if you think about it, Hoshibe-senpai’s the kind of person to really take care of others—and Aisa wasn’t so hopeless, so I guess Hoshibe-senpai did occasionally talk to her and check on her situation. That’s when I noticed…”


  “Hold up. Why are you making it sound like I’m a very loose woman?”


  “Aren’t you?”


  Don’t say that with such a calm face! This woman~…!


  “…There was that one moment. Really, I always felt he was annoying until then!”


  “Eh? Then tell us about it. What was that moment?”


  Uh oh. Did I just dig my own grave?


  Suzurin gave a faint, meaningful smile.


  “Don’t you like to speak fondly of the past? Go wild with it then.”


  …I guess it’s different from boasting that I conquered him. It’s more like, well, showing weakness…


  “Hey, don’t you all want to listen?”


  “I want to!”


  “Let’s hear it!”


  Yumechi and Akki looked at me expectantly, and I realized that I had nowhere to run.


  With a sigh, I begrudgingly recalled back to about a year ago.


  “…I remember it’s during the sports festival—”


   


  Aisa Asou ◆My true self


   


  I wanted someone to look at me.


  I was an elementary school student when I noticed this desire I had..


  It started from a play during the literature festival. As you can see, I was a woman with a decent face, so naturally, I was the lead actor.


  I stood on the stage in the sports hall, and acted as the heroine for the story, praised my classmates, applauded by all the parents…and then I realized after I returned to my usual daily life.


  It wasn’t enough.


  I knew that I would be happy with all the stares gathered on me, and I felt so restless and unbearable without their stares.


  —Why didn’t everyone look at me more? Everyone’s been looking at me until yesterday!


  And so, yes, it might be the origin story of a girl pursuing her dreams, like say, joining a theater company and seriously training as an actress. But I didn’t have the vigor or passion to do that. I just spent every day in a daze with a sense of dissatisfaction.


  Even in middle school, I did stuff like writing poems, putting on weird makeup, doing everything weird an ordinary middle school student would have done—if I had any talent, I would be on some live video, finding places that could satisfy my desires. I didn’t go that far though, and it showed that I reached my limit.


  So when I entered high school, I could only try to woo those honest looking guys.


  I didn’t know why that senpai recommended me to join the student council. After all, there’s that girl who joined at the same time, Suzuri Kurenai. Compared to her, I didn’t have as much potential, and I would only be a side character next to her.


  So—just maybe, it would be fun to tease Joe-kun.


  Joe-kun probably wouldn’t have reacted in any interesting way. The interesting one would be Suzurin. That genius girl was basically the embodiment of leadership, but she’d be furious if I wooed Joe-kun. It’s stupidly funny. I thought that she, the protagonist in this world, would only be thinking about me, and so I had to try.


  Ah, it’s not yuri. Let’s say this first.


  It’s… well, like sending harassing text to someone who’s very popular on social media. Even if it’s just a little, the idea of trolling someone and being in control left me a little satisfied. I basically used the greatness of others to cover up my own inferiority, and it’s a very twisted sense of self-encouragement…


  I was such a prick.


  But before I knew it—he saw through it.


  —Asou, be a little more serious.


  I suppose it was when the events of the sports festival were mostly over.


  The first major event ended well, and everyone’s feeling accomplished. I was about to leave after we were dismissed, and senpai said so to me.


  I thought he was talking about student council stuff, so I was a little displeased.


  —… I think I’m still doing my job pretty seriously!


  —Yeah, you’re capable. You can handle anything with ease. Except for getting along with Kurenai.


  My heart jolted. I felt like my chest was unwittingly pierced.


  And so, as if to protect myself, a fierce anger came up.


  —She’s the one having issues with me, you know? Why are you telling me off?


  What do you know?


  That’s what I thought back then. What did he know? He never paid attention to me. He always acted so lazy, never thought about talking to me—could he not act like he understood me?


  At this moment, the senpais seemed to have everything under control, and didn’t seem to worry. Moreso after they added Suzurin into the student council. He’s on Suzuri Kurenai’s side. How would a mere person like me understand?


  However,


  —The attention gained through shallow means will only be worth just as much.


  Bullseye.


  –Are you satisfied with that? If so, forget what I lectured you.


  It’s like he saw through every critical spot in me.


  —…Please excuse me.


  I ran away. I was about to cry because I was deeply hurt by such precise reasoning. My pride wouldn’t allow me to cover my weakness with tears, so I could only scamper from there.


  I was angry! I was angry! I was angry!


  After forcing back the tears, I just felt utter rage in my head. Why did I have to be lectured why him? Even if he is the president, a senpai, did he have the privilege to do that? We never interacted decently, but he started off with such a condescending attitude!?


  Be more serious? I was being fully serious!! Why did I train my body to maintain my shape!? I wouldn’t have put that many pads! I didn’t dare to relax at all!! What would a mere virgin know about girls!!?


  “—Onee-chaann~! Dinner~!”


  It was already evening when I returned back to my senses. I returned home, jumped onto the bed, and it took several hours for the anxiety and anger to dissipate. What’s this? I was shocked at myself. Did I spend that much time just insulting senpai in my mind?


  The scary thing was that I was in the same state the next day.


  Whenever I had an opportunity, I would be agitated by remembering what senpai said, and as soon as I met senpai at the student council, I had the urge to find fault in him like a mother-in-law. When I occasionally talked to him, I would answer nonchalantly, but inside, it was a maelstrom of cursing and swearing.


  What was being serious?


  Before long, this was the only question in my head. What did it mean to be serious? He didn’t have to do anything, and yet he said such a thing to me?


  It’s true that I‘m a coward, that I would only go after those weaker than me. But if I actually became serious, wouldn’t it be bad. I would end up bullying the weak ones more. I did intend to slow down. If Joe-kun had somehow been serious to me, my relationship with Suzuri Kurenai would be overly horrible,right? That’s why–


  If I get serious.


  I would target someone higher than me—my superior.


  Like say…a big guy whom I was bad at dealing with, like senpai.


  —Sen~pai~! What are you doing?


  You’re the one who got me serious. You’re the one who said that.


  Let’s show you Aisa’s serious self.


  I wanted someone to look at me.


  It started off with that kind of desire.


  But—at this moment, it’s not someone.


  It’s you(omae). It’s you(anata). It’s senpai.


  I want you to look at me.


  Look at me.


  This is my true character.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆I’ve been a Fool


   


  “Ah? My love life?”


  It was after dinner, and we were just chilling, playing games on the console Kawanami-kun had brought.


  Kawanami-kun started to talk about it while sorting inventory on the screen.


  “Yep. Aren’t you quite popular, Hoshibe-san? You got a few girlfriends, didn’t you?”


  “You’re not asking about now?”


  “Asou-senpai would have shooed her away if you have any.”


  I didn’t really stand out as I merely added my cash on the blue tile, but deep inside, I was shook.


  Hoshibe-senpai’s love history.


  The student council didn’t really mention that before Asou-san ended up like that. We didn’t hear such idle chat ever since he became the student council president—but there’s a rumor that he used to date the previous general affairs officer senpai—I didn’t know anything beyond that though.


  He was a first year when he was participating in club activities, but he was considered an ace.


  And since he was this tall, there was no way he wouldn’t be popular.


  “Girlfriend, huh…”


  Hoshibe-senpai showed no reaction as he took an attack from the poverty god.


  “I had one back in middle school. For a short while though.”


  “Heh~!”


  Kawanami-kun exclaimed with interest.


  Mizuto Irido, the other first-year, had already finished his turn and picked up his bunko again. He already grasped the concept even though it’s his first time playing, but he’s being like this.


  “What kind of girl was she? Who confessed first?”


  “She’s just normal. Not really cute nor ugly, just an ordinary girl. She confessed, and said that she liked the way I attended club, but…”


  “But?”


  “I got dumped as I only cared about club activities.”


  Kawanami-kun looked bewildered.


  “Can I laugh at that?”


  “Sure. It’s a funny joke, right?”


  “But that’s the way it is with girls. There’s a big difference between what they say and what they really want…sometimes I can’t help but think, you think I have telepathy or something?”.


  “I guess. If you actually thought it through, how would I have the time to play after school and club activities. Would the daily number of hours increase just because of that?”


  “It’s not only girls, lots of people think that way. Maybe they don’t think enough…and what happened to that ex?”


  “She used to be one of those spectators for our club activities, and after that, she disappeared. Was it awkward for her, or was she disillusioned with me…?”


  “That’s rather selfish of her to be disillusioned.”


  I naturally thought of this person whose face and name I didn’t know. A hero sweating hard during club activities every day. The closest idol to her, not through TV or the internet. She could reach him just because she admired him. She was infatuated with him, and mustered courage—and found him easier to reach than she thought.


  But.


  Her position didn’t change.


  “—It’s foolish, isn’t it? She got out of the background, and misunderstood.”


  I couldn’t help but mutter to myself.


  Her folly, her sadness left me restless.


  “Everyone has a position they should stand at. Those that overestimate themselves will only be hurt by their own shortcomings…”


  He seemed to be muttering to himself. It’s like he was fine with whoever heard this. No, maybe that’s why he said this.


  But, Hoshibe-senpai said,


  “… lWell, that’s right.”


  He seemed to be digesting this memory.


  “Back then… there were lots of girls who watched me from afar… but she’s the only one who actually confessed.”


  He said the words with a flat inflection, and therefore, it wasn’t a lie.


  “I felt her courage was amazing.”


  …That might be the case.


  I was a fool that couldn’t even be one.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆Even if I couldn’t believe it


   


  “10pm, before the vending machine in B1.”


  I was told to go to the place as per the one-sided message, and sneaked out of the boys’ room, using my absolutely faint presence.


  The basement of the inn was also the game corner. There’s only a faint glow out of the machines, probably because it was late at night, and I couldn’t sense anyone at all.


  Aside from– the bunny girl standing next to a vending machine before me.


  “————————”


  Huh?


  Bunny Girl… yes. I thought for a moment that I was mistaken, but there’s a bunny girl over there. To put this way, the face shone upon by the vending machine was a familiar face.


  Kurenai-san….


  It was the very person who had called me, the one hailed as a genius ever since school started, the charismatic student council president all students admired. She was wearing a very revealing bunny girl outfit for some reason..


  And of things, the back was exposed to me. If I looked from up front, I wouldn’t know where to look, but since it’s from the back, the white back’s exposed, and the suit was eating into her butt. Obviously it’d look lewd no matter where I looked.


  Kurenai-san’s not tall, had a rather normal bust, but for some reason, her ass was a little big.


  She probably had something to hide, something only I could know. Maybe it’s because of her bone structure, but even though she’s small, she had childbearing hips, so her body looked very feminine.


  That Kurenai-san was wearing a bunny girl outfit or something… along with a bodysuit eating into her and black tights. The tights really emphasized her nice hips, and I really wished she could keep her back turned to me—


  “—!?”


  The moment my eyes inadvertently met Kurenai-san, my heart started to race.


  D-did she find out that I was staring at her back and ass from far behind…


  It suddenly got awkward, and I really had the urge to run away from here immediately. Kurenai-san definitely anticipated this to begin with, and turned her head to me, saying,


  “What are you standing there for, Joe? Hurry…come closer.”


  She knew. Kurenai-san knew after all. She knew I couldn’t help but give her a lewd look.


  I gave up struggling and walked towards Kurenai-san. The closer I got, the brighter her white back was. I couldn’t hide it any more, so I turned my head away.
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  Kurenai-san giggled.


  “My my, where are you looking at? There shouldn’t be anything there, no?”


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “What are you apologizing for? I really don’t know.”


  Kurenai-san pressed the button of the vending machine and, “alrighty” and she bent down to reach for the pickup opening. Yeah, it’s like she’s deliberately pointing her ass at me.


  That’s a really massive gravity. My mind wanted to look elsewhere, but my eyes were just drawn to that ass that’s shaking like bait. The curves were emphasized by the tight suit, and there’s a faint color of skin through the tights. The closer I looked, undoubtedly, it’s calling for the beast in me.


  No more.


  I needed to know my place.


  I purged the wilding monster in my head, restraining it as though I was beating it up. Kurenai-san finally raised her upper body and turned her body towards me.


  “Looks like… you are enjoying it?


  The image of Kurenai-san’s bunny girl before me was also extremely destructive. The suit clung onto her like a corset, showing her slender waist and the size of the breasts clear. Maybe the suit didn’t suit her, since there was a bit of showing popping out from the chest area.


  “…Why are you dressed like this—”


  “It’s a punishment game. The rule is that the winner decides a cosplay outfit for the loser to wear. That’s why I’m like this, and since it’s a hassle to change, I came here…”


  “…You’re lying, right? I just noticed it, but isn’t there a discarded yukata over there on the bench? You put on the yukata after wearing the bunny girl outfit, didn’t you?”


  “Fufu, as to be expected of you. You really have a keen eye.”


  Kurenai-san shook the long ears on her head as she went to the bench to pick up the yukata she had taken off.


  “Well, have a seat. It’s tiring to keep standing.”


  She just picked it up, and showed no intention to wear it.


  I sat down on the bench obediently, “Here,” and Kurenai-san handed over the can of juice she had just bought. She didn’t forget to emphasize her chest. The fabric there was a little translucent, and I was worried the contents would spill out. Luckily, it seemed she had expected that..


  Kurenai-san sat down next to me and rubbed the juice in her hands like she was playing with a warmer.


  “This outfit is very popular with some of the girls. According to them, ‘the buttocks are erotic’, it seems.”


  Who was it? Who did such an unnecessary thing? It’s definitely Asou-san, right?


  “I see. I suddenly understand why they say a girl’s weapon isn’t just her breasts. Let’s try it.”


  Kurenai-san glanced at me, grabbed my shoulder quickly before I could react, and put her mouth to my ear.


  “(—Do you wish for me to bear your children?)”


  My face froze up, and Kurenai-san moved away from me, giggling. laughing.


  I couldn’t help but sigh.


  “…Why are you doing such an uncouth thing only only to me…”


  “No matter how innocent the girl is, she does become uncouth before the boy she likes. Don’t you feel excited when an honor female student says such lewd words? That’s what the reference material says.”


  “How many times have I told you to throw away those references?”


  It’s very disturbing when everything on it was true.


  “Ah, by the way, we’ll have to wait till graduation from high school before we can have babies. A few ‘prior practises’ should be fine here, you know?”


  “Girls aren’t the only ones who hate dirty jokes.”


  “I would have listened if it’s a usual time, but it’s pointless to remind me today.”


  Kurenai-san smiled teasingly and hooked her fingers on her bunny dress chest.


  “How long has it been since you last showed that eager look… you have such lust, but you want to keep me pure. Isn’t that unfair?”


  “…Uggh…”


  I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t withstand Kurenai-san’s onslaught just for today.


  Kurenai-san flicked the fabric on her chest as she basically teased me.


  “On a side note, the fabric is unexpectedly hard. The chest part is the only one that doesn’t come off easily. Do you want to try it?”


  “…No I don’t…”


  “You’re so stubborn. You had been curious about the gap between the suit and the chest the entire time. You can watch all you want and not just remember it, you know? Now then.”


  Kurenai-san tugged at her chest excitedly as she leaned forward. I tilted my body away to evade her..


  After that, I reached my limit.


  I ended up lying on the bench, and Kurenai-san was pinning me down. Usually, an ordinary person would retreat, but Kurenai-san held down my waist with her kneecaps, and was literally riding on me.


  I looked up at the smiling Kurenai-san and said,


  “Kurenai-san… please move aside.”


  “No.”


  Kurenai-san’s ass landed on my lower abdomen. “Omph!” I let out a groan, and she giggled happily.


  “I’ve decided not to let you escape today. I’m not letting you go until you give in to your desire.”


  “…What’s so fun about this anyway? If you know that’s how I view you, wouldn’t you feel disgusted?”


  “I’d feel disgusted if it were other men. But I’m glad if it’s from you.”


  “Why? Aren’t I just a jerk who lusts for you?”


  “Because…you always looked at others from the sidelines, but you never talked about yourself, didn’t you?”


  “……”


  “Whatever that is, I’m happy as long as you are. Finally…I feel like I’m at the same place as well.”


  …It’s just your imagination..


  You and I are people of different worlds.


  Even if it’s not—


  —Someone like you can’t possibly reach the background where I’m at.


  “Say, Joe.”


  Kurenai-san pressed her palms onto my face, and rubbed my temples.


  “You may think that I’m someone who can easily do everything… but I do have some things that I can’t do if I don’t work hard, you know?”


  “……”


  “Like, even now, I’m still trying my best to endure my embarrassment. I feel like fire’s shooting out of my face if I do so. And after saying so, I’ll regret it, wishing that I haven’t.”


  She just lied. She said so with such a nonchalant face and voice.


  …I too knew that she’s not someone who could lie like this.


  “Every time I say I like you, I need to muster all my courage, Joe. You may not think so, but I’ve been serious. So, once in a while—will you respond to me?”


  —I felt she had lots of courage.


  Hoshibe-senpai’s words, which I had just heard, echoed in my mind.


  Senpai complained about his ex-girlfriend’s words and actions, but he respected her courage alone. There’s no love, but they did date before, and I guessed it’s because of this respect.


  Kurenai-san has been attacking me like this so far, and I dismissed it the entire time. It’s because I wasn’t qualified. I wasn’t qualified to stand next to her, who’s dazzling under the spotlight and acting like the main character. I didn’t want to hurt her just because of this misunderstanding, this joke. I rejected her because of this.


  But wouldn’t that be the same as trampling all over her courage?


  Did I have to keep hurting Kurenai-san because I didn’t want to hurt her?


  …No, actually, I knew. If she was just fooling around, she wouldn’t have attacked me so many times.


  But I couldn’t believe it.


  Thus far, I took for granted that I always lived alone. Thus far, I took for granted that I would be ignored. Thus far, I took for granted that I naturally wouldn’t be in anyone’s sights.


  But—for the first time, someone looked straight at me.


  She’s such a beautiful person—how could I possibly believe it.


  “…Kurenai-san, I–“


  I still couldn’t believe it.


  But—if I had to muster my courage.


  Then I had to muster my courage too.


  “—Actually, about your…I desire.”


  Kurenai-san widened her large eyes and stared at me.


  I looked at her face, and my brain was about to explode. A second later, I regretted it. It would be better if I hadn’t said it. I wanted to disappear right away. But Kurenai-san refused to let me go.


  “…Fu, fufu. “


  She let out a little giggle and shook her shoulders.


  Then, she grabbed my face with both hands and stared into my eyes as if I wasn’t allowed to escape.


  “How so?”


  “…Yes?”


  “What do you desire about me?”


  “…Can I not say it?”


  “No way…or else, I won’t let you go.”


  Spare me already. I had the urge to cry, but I felt it was impossible to escape from Kurenai-san.


  “That… back, was very white. The shoulder blades, the shoulders, areas I normally couldn’t see… “


  “Hmm. What else?”


  “Th-the ass, er…the clothes sinking into there, and such…”


  “Yes. What else?”


  “The breasts…are almost, like, visible…”


  “What else?”


  Kurenai-san’s body pressed even closer as she questioned me further. Her soft limps expanded softly on my chest, and she gently flew at my neck. There was a sweet scent out of somewhere, seeping into my brain marrow and numbing it.


  Thus I was left with no choice.


  More than words, more than attitude, more than any more eloquent evidence-


  “…Ah?”


  Kurenai-san let out a confused and shocked cry as she looked at her ass.


  She noticed the sensation that hit her there.


  “This is…”


  “I-I’m sorry…”


  I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t hide it when I was in such a posture.


  Kurenai-san’s face became increasingly red the more I looked at her.


  Her body shook, and cold sweat trickled down her neck.


  “Jo-Joe…erm…”


  “Y-Yes…?”


  “…I used up all my courage… for today.”


  “Eh?”


  While I was confused, Kurenai-san quickly got up from my body and hugged her yukata to her chest.


  “I-I’m really, really sorry! Bye!!!”


  She was then gone with the wind.


  I sat on the bench and watched her leave while half-seated up…pondering with my brain that still had some numbing sweetness.


  …So cute.


  The mere memory of the blushing Kurenai-san was so cute, it could wreck my brain.


   


  Suzuri Kurenai◆The ‘this can work’ reflection committee


   


  I quickly put on the yukata and returned to the girls’ room, finding only Ran-kun there.


  “Ah, welcome back, President. Where have you been?”


  “I went out to buy something to drink.”


  I answered calmly while walking towards the wide veranda by the window.


  I sat on a chair facing the window, and took a sip of the juice I had just bought and hadn’t opened.


  —It definitely can worrrrrkkkk~~~~~~~!!!!


  Inside my mind, I was cupping my head..


  That could have worked! I got that mood down! If I hadn’t chickened out just now! I-I was so shocked! I understood why! Tha-that cutest Joe up till now sud-suddenly…! Woooooooaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!!!


  Why! Me! I wouldn’t get nervous about other stuff, but why at such moments! I finally managed to act calm, but wouldn’t I just be a naked maiden now!?


  This could definitely work…it definitely could…well, the location is a little…no, that’s right, there wasn’t anyone around, but it’s still a public place…it’s a little…yes, I’m still a human with a conscience. I got to choose my places well, yes…but it definitely could work…


  I really had the urge to sleep today…so I thought as I collapsed onto the blanket. The bunny girl outfit beneath the yukata was just too much of a nuisance.


  …What should I wear next time?


  So I thought as I reached my hand to the fastener in the back.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Once the cork is unscrewed


   


  “…Hm?”


  After we ended the game in the boys’ room, I wondered if there was any good place to read books in the inn, so I wandered outside, only to see some familiar faces.


  “Ah, Mizuto-kun.”


  “……”


  Isana and Yume were sitting on the sofa in the quiet lounge. Isana looked up from the tablet on her lap to look at me, but once Yume noticed me, she looked away a little awkwardly.


  “What’s wrong? Did you get shunned from the boys’ room?”


  “…No way. It’s just free time for us all.”


  Although I was concerned about Yume’s appearance, I answered Isana’s question anyway.


  “What about you girls?”


  “Us too~. There’s lots of things to do in the inn, and I wanted to look around, so I came along with Yume-san. Right now, I’m just checking out the photos and drawings I took in the museum.”


  “Hmmm.”


  She’s good enough to show her work to others? Feeling a little curious, I had a look at Isana’s tablet.


  “Ah…I-I’m going to the toilet!”


  Yume suddenly stood up as though she’s shot by me, and scampered away. She went in the opposite direction from the toilet.


  …I recalled what happened in the foot bath.


  In hindsight, I didn’t know the meaning of that, but it was like a daydream.


  It felt like I crossed the line that I had been calmly protecting till this point because of a momentary impulse, and a guilt-like anxiety lingered in my heart…


  “Mizuto-kun, sit here~”


  “…Sure.”


  For the time being, I shook aside that anxiety and sat down next to Isana where Yume was sitting earlier. I hesitated for a moment when I sat down because of Yume’s lingering warmth on the cushion.


  “This Ijinkan was really nice. Doesn’t this composition feel really emo?”


  Isana, oblivious to my thoughts, suddenly pressed up against my shoulder and showed me the tablet screen.


  …Uh oh. I felt like it’s one of those days.


  The smooth hair stroking her neck, the thin white neck, and the cleavage showing from the yukata folds left me a little more curious than usual. Was it because of this trip that’s not a typical routine—no, it’s definitely because of the foot bath that vaporized my sanity immediately.


  Isana didn’t know anything at all. As usual, she clung onto me like she’s fooling around. She had a soft body unlike a man. My ears felt ticklish as I listened to her.


  “But it’s hard to draw an illustration out of it. I don’t know how each part is structured at all. I guess I have to learn, right? It’s troublesome…”


  “…Can’t you just research what you need? You’ll get bored if you start studying anyway, right?”


  I tried to push my blazing feelings aside as I spoke like usual.


  It’s okay. This is us, the distance we had always felt. There’s definitely no problem…


  And right when I was trying to figure out how to quell the frenzy that was rising from somewhere.


  Tap tap, she suddenly touched my shoulders and chest.


  “Wai…o-oy, what now?”


  I asked as I shushed my rattled emotions. “Ni heh heh,” Isana laughed happily.


  “I’m relaxed by you after all, Mizuto-kun~”


  Saying that, she suddenly pressed my face with her hands.


  The moist palms clung to my skin as though they were glued.


  “I was a little nervous to be with unfamiliar people. Please let me recover.”


  “…Don’t make it sound like I’m a save point or something.”


  “To be precise, you’re a respawn point?”


  …Should I go back? Eventually.


  Isana gently pinched my face. I wanted to nudge her aside, but I was in a precarious situation where I was worried about touching any part of her body, and didn’t dare to move at all..


  “Mmmmm?”


  Isana looked confused when she saw me like this.


  “Why aren’t you resisting at all today? Mizuto-kun. I’m going to kiss you, you know?”


  “Don’t…the yukata fabric is too thin, I’m afraid of touching something…”


  “Eh~? I’m already touching you. It’s fine for you to touch me all you want, you know, Mizuto-kun?”


  How is this fine!? Look at what’s dangling from your chest before you talk!


  “Hmmm~…?”


  Isana frowned in surprise as she brought her face towards me. I turned aside, wanting to escape, but there’s a limit to how far I could move when my cheeks were being pinned.


  “Somehow… you seem so cute today, Mizuto-kun?”


  “H-huh?”


  “Is my sadism stimulating me… or is this a chance for me to bully…”


  Wait, oy! This one’s thinking of something really bad!


  “Ehhh!”


  Isana wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me!


  The soft huge objects felt like they were collapsing on my chest. They felt like water balloons bursting, no resistance, just entering my mind right away. She’s not wearing a bra!!


  “(Your body’s a little stiff, you know?)”


  A faint murmur reached my ear.


  “(Have you awakened to my boobies? If Mizuto-kun’s sanity can melt away… I guess this is the power of Arima hot springs after all)!”


  Pushy pushy. Isana pressed her chest with bemusement. I was flabbergasted that no matter how they collapsed, they regained their original shape..


  “(Uehehe~. I get such pitifully few chances. Let’s have a commemorative hug! Okie dokie~)”


  “Hey, stop…!!!~~~~~~!!!”


  Was Isana upset because I usually wouldn’t respond to her? On this day, she seized this chance to get back at me repeatedly.


   


  Ran Asuhain ◆I didn’t think it would be like this


   


  “~~~!!!”


  I hid in a corner of the corridor, and just kept shivering.


  A minute ago, I saw familiar figures in the lounge where few people were at. When I realized it was Mizuto Irido and Higashira-san, I saw the beginning of their escapade..


  Like, it’s one thing if their shoulders were just touching…! B-but, touching faces, being so close, hugging…! Nobody’s around, but we’re in a public place!


  Mizuto Irido and Higashira-san had an extraordinary relationship, and it’s obvious looking at them. They might deny it, but a man and a woman being so close definitely had an extraordinary relationship.


  Higashira-san always looked so shy and obedient, and Mizuto Irido definitely pressured her, or so the vague impression I had… but when I looked at the situation in the lounge, Higashira-san was the more aggressive one…


  I-It just felt weird! She kept looking at my breasts for some reason in the bath! But I didn’t think such an obedient looking person would be so indecent…! I was too stupid to think for a moment that we had a common frustration over our bodies!


  …Were they what people called lovers? They were so close. All worries and hesitations were gone, and their hearts came together…


  It might be my first time observing one up close. I could see couples while walking on the streets, but well, they just try to act coy in front of others. Would couples act like this while nobody’s looking…


  …I didn’t feel envious, nor did I yearn for it. I was just curious, as though I had seen a caged animal, and I didn’t really want to be like them.


  I just had a doubt.


  If Mizuto Irido hadn’t done such a thing, would he have become first in our year?


  It’s like the first semester midterm exam. If he redirected his thoughts on Higashira-san towards his studies, would he have surpassed Irido-san?


  …I wanted to be number one. Once wasn’t enough. I always wanted to be number one.


  I could give everything else up for that. Was being a lover such a good thing…?


  …I didn’t understand.


  I couldn’t understand.


  Irido-san, Asou-senpai…President Kurenai probably could understand.


  “…………”


  No, how could it be?


  How could President Kurenai view the one standing next to her as a male and do such mind-melting stuff?


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Expelled from Paradis


   


  “Yooo~! I’m here to play~huh~?”


  While I was cooped under the futon, playing with my phone, Akatsuki suddenly showed up in a yukata at the entrance and looked around the room.


  “You’re alone, Kawanami? Where are the others~?”


  “Free time. Well, everyone else here are solo players…”


  Hoshibe-san too might play along while we’re together, but he’s usually the type to keep to himself. There’s no need to talk about Irido and Haba-senpai here.


  Well, maybe it’s not just because of personalities that we’re so relaxed.


  I looked up at Akatsuki while lying on the bed,


  “You’re alone too? Have the girls been dismissed?”


  “Sorta~ they’re off working hard?”


  “Nihihi, well, that’s how it’s going to be, isn’t it?”


  The only reason we were dismissed was because we didn’t know when Haba-senpai disappeared. That fact’s confirmed by whatever the Student Council President whispered to Haba-senpai back at noon in Starbucks. They’re most likely flirting away somewhere.


  “Gross. You’re leering away.”


  Akatsuki stood next to my pillow, and looked down at me like she’s staring at garbage.


  I stared at the hem of Akatsuki’s yukata that shook before me.


  “I can see your pantsu.”


  “How would you? I’m not wearing them.”


  “…Seriously?”


  “Just kidding~ ♪ Were you looking forward to it?”


  Akatsuki stared at my face and smirked. I was a little peeved.


  “No way. I was just scared that a weirdo no-pantsu girl just came running out openly.”


  “You won’t know even if you aren’t worried. The hem’s long. Isn’t it fine if the pantsu line won’t show?”


  “…Oy, wait a minute. You’re wearing it, right?”


  “Do you want to confirm-?”


  Akatsuki teasingly lifted the hem of her yukata, showing her white thighs. At this point, I wasn’t going to be rattled because of that little, but I felt like I’d be trapped in quicksand if the topic continued, so I abstained from commenting.


  Akatsuki sat down next to my head.


  “How’s the Kobe trip?”


  “I really enjoyed it, you know? I didn’t think I’d get to see the student council’s love mode up close.”


  “Thank me for that. I invited you after all.”


  “Ah, yes, yes.”


  Then, after some time when we merely fiddled with our phones.


  “…Say, are you really just happy to see others be in love?”


  “What’s with that all of a sudden? Didn’t I say this many times already?”


  “Don’t you feel envious?”


  “No. My own love affair was a mess. You know that best.”


  “I guess… if you’re fine with that, good for you.”


  “…?”


  Feeling a little odd, I looked up at Akatsuki’s face again.


  Her face, as young as a middle school kid, left me with a tinge of melancholy within me.


  “… Hey. You’re being weird today.”


  I felt like something was off since noon. There’s something different from her usual self—but I just couldn’t say what it was. It’s a little discomfort, like when pebbles are in the shoes.


  “No biggie.”


  Akatsuki said with a calm face.


  “I feel like I was tempted by a serpent to eat a forbidden fruit.”


  “…Such smart talk is so unlike you.”


  “Shut upppp~. I want to act cool once in a while too!”


  The serpent tempted people into eating an apple, huh? I remember it’s in the Bible? Adam and Eve act the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and were expelled from paradise—


  —Knowledge of good and evil, huh?


  “You finally got such common sense after so long? I wouldn’t have suffered so much if it had been ten years earlier.”


  “—You’re right.”


  I joked casually, but I didn’t expect her to give such a heavy response, and I was shocked by it…


  Akatsuki pulled her legs back and cupped her knees, looking as though she’s about to sleep on it as she looked at me, saying,


  “Say, Kawanami, how about you get a new girlfriend?”


  “…Huh?”


  I could only blink my eyes as my mind failed to understand what was going on.


  The faint smile on Akatsuki’s face looked like all emotions were stripped and discarded…


  “I feel like I can’t see an end to this. It’s either I get along with you, or break up with you, but if I just drift around, unsure of what’s to come, we’ll end up with an irreversible situation. So seriously, get a girlfriend.”


  “…So you say, but why didn’t you just get yourself a boyfriend and be done with it?”


  “Didn’t you get in my way? I proposed to Irido-kun.”


  “Ah…”


  Speaking of which, it seemed that did happen.


  “Pick someone who’s single! Guy or girl works either way now!”


  “No way~I can’t find anyone I’m fond of more than Yume-chan.”


  “…Then don’t force me to get a lover or something.”


  Even if there’s no end in sight, that’s still fine, right?


  Wasn’t it fine to be drifting?


  It’s true that I ignored all kinds of people. I couldn’t cure my body constitution, and I never told my pops and the others of our past relationship. She probably harassed me thinking that it’s fun.


  But, wasn’t this fine? It’s not like people would die. It’s like a game, no character’s going to say that they couldn’t survive if they didn’t clear all the quests. Even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to get money and XP..


  It’s fine not to solve them.


  I could just leave the problem hanging or something. It’s fine not to see the end. I was fine with that. I couldn’t think of whatever she said was irreversible.


  —What’s wrong with that?


  “I can’t keep this up.”


  Akatsuki stated clearly.


  This wouldn’t work if we kept it up.


  It’s not a good thing for us to remain like this.


  “You wouldn’t have such a constitution if I had been a normal girlfriend. That’s the negative legacy I created. If anyone falls for you, you would have left it on others. I… can’t accept this. You can’t play it cool and face others, and they can’t smile and continue talking to you. Are you still fine with this status quo?”


  —As long as this constitution remained in me, somebody would cry for me.


  I couldn’t say that I was overthinking it. I wasn’t so slow either. The one who’ll like me would probably appear later on in life.


  I rejected all of this.


  Because of the wound Akatsuki left behind.


  “You might think it’s fine. Maybe you’ve come to terms with it, figured out how to enjoy life in a way for yourself, and think that’s good and all. But what about those who like you? You end up getting dumped for no reason because of me. And I’m the cause of it all, yet I’m still able to stay by your side and all as a childhood friend—I can’t accept this at all.”


  “…Well, maybe.”


  What Akatsuki said was probably correct.


  I might have been thinking only about myself.


  I might not have knowledge of good and evil after all.


  “—I’ve decided.”


  After muttering, Akatsuki suddenly sat on my stomach.


  “O-oy?”


  “I used to think that it’s fine as long as you feel you’re fine. But now I understand that I have a mission to accomplish.”


  Akatsuki held down my shoulders, and her round cute eyes were filled with a serious glint—she said to me.


  “Kokkun—actually, I still do like you.”


  “Ngghhh…!?”


  The forbidden memories flashed through my mind for a moment. The memory that I had to accept and left as scars within me started to harken my mental pain without restraint. A terrifying chill shook my body, and my overly sensitive body had hairs standing all over.


  I was allergic to goodwill—feelings of love.


  “I want to cure it.”


  Watching my reaction, Akatsuki declared as if nothing had happened.


  “If you still don’t want to have a girlfriend after all that, fine by you. I’ll personally cure this constitution of yours that I created. I won’t leave it to anyone else.”


  While my vision was faltering in disgust, Akatsuki smiled.


  She looked as though she was relieved.


  She looked as though she had made up her mind.


  It was a calm, fearless smile.


  “Hey, Kokkun?”


  The sweet voice somehow reminded me of a blade.


  “—Do you know what exposure therapy is?”


Chapter 4: I'll Show You My True Self


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆Appropriate Excuse


   


  I wrecked my shoulder right after I entered high school.


  I just went for a normal layup


  A normal shot that I had repeated thousands and thousands of times.


  From dribbling to a shooting motion, I took a step, jumped, shot at the basket—


  And my world was turned upside-down with the pain.


  The rim was so far away. I couldn’t even reach out, and could only look up at the net that didn’t move at all. It took me several seconds to understand my situation. A sharp pain in my shoulder, along with the fact that I was writhing on the floor, didn’t manage to reach my consciousness in time.


  It’s so far away. The rim was far away.


  The rim that I could easily rim in the past was now so, so far away.


  I spent the entire summer having treatment. Of course, I missed the tournament too. Our Rakurou basketball team wasn’t so strong to begin with, and we were easily eliminated in the second round.


  I could only watch from the bench, but the senpai told me,


  —You still have next year, and the year after that.


  That’s a fact. It’s a suitable encouragement. For a first year who couldn’t participate in practice, senpai’s words were warm enough.


  But,


  —It’s far.


  It’s so far.


  The rim, the hoop, the net.


  Everything—seemed too far away.


  And so it was summer vacation. I heard that they were starting practice under a new regime, but I couldn’t even bring myself to the gym anymore.


  My shoulder that was supposedly healed was aching.


  I tried to lift my arm, and the intense pain of that day appeared in my mind again.


  Even when I tried to walk to the gym, I would stop immediately.


  No matter how many days or years I walked, I felt like I couldn’t reach that ever familiar place again.


  The gymnasium I used to pass by every day seemed so distant, like an isekai.


  …What if I pushed myself too hard and ruined my shoulder further?


  There’s a possibility that if it hindered my daily life, I might have to live with it for the rest of my life. Was it really necessary for me to take such a risk and keep playing basketball?


  In hindsight, I only practiced seriously in middle school.


  That’s why I didn’t choose a high school with a strong basketball program, but one that focused on academics.


  Yeah, that’s right. It’s a good chance to put an end to it all.


  Or rather, I should be celebrating that I didn’t stay on halfway through, and made it this far as a freshman. There were many other things I wanted to do besides basketball.


  I was absent for a week for no reason, and armed myself with the perfect reasoning..


  I deemed my setback.


  As an explanation to end it.


  I covered up the fact that I didn’t have the guts to try to catch up.


  I left the club.


  —Shortly after, I was invited to join the student council.


   


  Yume Irido ◆Such a topic so early in the morning is way too much calories


   


  I stared at the unfamiliar wood ceiling for a few seconds, and remembered that yes, we’re on a trip.


  “…Nn…nn…”


  I slowly got up and looked around the slightly blurred room with my eyes that hadn’t had their contacts on yet, waiting for my fuzzy head to clear up.


  “Good morning, Yume-kun.”


  I turned to look at the dignified voice, and saw President Kurenai sitting in a chair on the wide veranda by the window.


  She’s still in her yukata, but she was already done combing her hair, and didn’t appear to be sleepy in the slightest. Was it a morning routine for her or something? She was basked under the sunlight shining through the window as she slowly sipped a cup of tea. It’s something of a nobility gesture, but President had her distinct style when doing so..


  “Good…morning ….”


  “You’re the first one. What time do you normally wake up?”


  “Erm…”


  I looked at the clock in the room and saw that it was about 7am.


  Yes, probably…around now.”


  “It is good to have a proper routine. Would you like some tea?”


  “Ah…yes. Don’t mine me.”


  I slipped out from under the futon, creeped past the others who hadn’t woken up yet, and went to the veranda where the President was at. In the meantime, I combed my messy hair with my fingers.


  The moment I sat down opposite the president, she served me a steaming cup of tea.


  “Thank you very much.”


  I took a sip, and the warmth of the tea spread through my mind, as though my brain circuits were opened.


  Poof, poof, I put the cup down and asked the president who was before me.


  “President, what time did you wake up?”


  “Hmm? Around 5am. It’s rare for me to sleep this much.”


  5am.


  I remembered that everyone fell asleep before midnight or so…so she slept for 5 hours? She didn’t look sleepy at all. Really, she’s a light sleeper…


  In contrast—I looked around at the devastation in the room.


  “…It’s quite a mess, isn’t it…?”


  I couldn’t help but show a wry smile. As to what, that would be everyone’s sleeping face..


  Asuhain-san was sleeping normally peacefully under the futon (so cute), but the other three were really shoddy.


  Akatsuki-san had her body outside the futon, Higashira-San’s yukata was all messy, and her breasts almost spilled out, and Asou-senpai was hugging the futon cover like a bolster, completely exposing her panties.


  “We really can’t let the boys see this…”


  “It was the right decision to have separate rooms, no? “


  “Yes.”


  And the trio who had bed sleeping habits all had no bras on. Well, Akatsuki-san and Asou-senpai had thin bodies, so I understood why, but Higashira-san…wouldn’t it be difficult for her to turn in her sleep? According to her, her mother usually nagged at her to wear it, so she would, but she really didn’t want to wear it while sleeping. I understood her feelings though.


  “Yume-kun, do you have any plans today?”


  Faced with the sudden question, “Erm” I hesitated for a while.”


  “I remember…everyone’s going to Kobe Harborland, right?”


  “Yes. We need to decide on the groupings.”


  President gave a meaningful smile.


  “I was wondering if there is anyone you want to go with..”


  “Ehhh…”


  S-She knew after all, didn’t she…?


  There’s lots of places I wanted to go…with Mizuto, but he had to take care of Higashira-san too…and, the footbath yesterday…


  Ahhh goodness! We just touched, didn’t we!? Why did it seem like we did something forbidden!? That’s why I ran away without a second thought last night! It’s because we talked about such sensitive stuff at the hot spring …!


  “…What about you then, president?”


  I tried to hide my own embarrassment as I changed the topic.


  “Do you want to walk around with Haba-senpai?”


  “Hm? Uh…”


  …Oops?


  It’s rare to see President look so evasive. Did something happen!?


  “How about you have a heart-to-heart talk with him? I can even help you out if possible.”


  “…It feels unbearable to expose my shame.”


  “I’m embarrassed too, so we’re even!”


  And so, having suggested so, I took the offensive.


  I told the president about the footbath yesterday, and also the somewhat, well, lewd hand action with Mizuto.


  “…Just those?”


  For some reason, President’s reaction was weak.


  She tilted her head slightly, and I hurried to explain.


  “We-we just touched, you know? Like, well, having fun playing with our fingers, like trying to hook up, or something…!”


  “…Pfft.”


  “You just belittled me, didn’t you!? Did you belittle me a little just now!?”


  “No, pardon me…I just find it quite, I should say, adorable….”


  W-what’s with her confidence…or rather, condescension…did something happen with Haba-senpai!?


  “Actually, last night—”


  President Kurenai didn’t bother to hide her sense of superiority as she talked about what happened between her and Haba-senpai last night.


  She said that she was forced to dress up as a bunny girl as part of a punishment game, and went to meet Haba-senpai—that’s what she wanted him to think, but she returned without doing anything, basically.


  “Fufu. Well, this might be too stimulating to you, Yume-kun, given how agitated you are at touching hands… “


  “…Erm, President?”


  “What is it?”


  “In other words…right when the winner’s about to be decided, you chickened out at the last minute? “


  “…………”


  “You freaked out, didn’t you? You usually could be so aggressive, but you’re scared at the crucial moment, right? The one student council president, hailed as the greatest genius since the school was founded, freaked out and escaped right when she’s about to do it, right?”


  “…S-Shut up! I just considered the location! Would you have wanted to lose your virginity right next to a vending machine where anyone else would have passed by?”


  “Wasn’t it you who invited him to such a place, President?”


  “I don’t want to hear it from you when you were seducing someone in the middle of public!”


  Ugh! Right in the kisser…!


  I took a breath to calm down…speaking of which, I thought of something. President probably prepared everything when she seduced Haba-senpai at every given opportunity…


  After ensuring that everyone else wasn’t awake, I hushed my voice and asked.


  “President…there’s something I’m a little curious about…”


  “…What is it?”


  “You’ve been seducing Haba-senpai the entire time…but well, when it comes to the real show, have you prepared…anything that’s like a charm…do you have such a thing prepared?”


  “…………”


  President fell silent.


  This is ….


  “You didn’t prepare it, did you …?”


  ‘Well…isn’t it too shameless for a girl to be carrying such a thing…?”


  “No, it’s just that you’re not ready yet, right? You feel that Haba-senpai won’t touch you anyway.”


  “Don’t refute me with facts and logic! You’re just a kouhai!”


  President would end up weak whenever this was discussed, and somehow, I ended up teasing her too much.


  But I should probably say something for real this time.


  “Shouldn’t you have prepared seriously this time…since you know Haba-senpai has such feelings though…?”


  “P-Prepared…where?”


  “Well…I don’t really know. Like a purse or something …?”


  “N-No, shouldn’t the men prepare such things…?”


  “President, when you’re the one always cornering him, how would he have the time to prepare such things!? “


  “Grrr…!”


  President suddenly groaned in pain, and her face was flushed. I understood her hesitation, but it would be really scandalous if the student council was to end up pregnant while still in school.


  “I-I understand…I should prepare one…just in case.”


  “Just in case?”


  “Just in case means just in case!”


  The moment President suddenly shouted loudly, “Nnn…” I heard a cute moan.


  We turned around gingerly and saw Asuhain-san wriggling out from the futon, turning her body aside to us..


  She woke up.


  She looked at us with barely opened eyes.


  …She didn’t hear what we talked about…right?


  “…Good, borning~ …”


  The slurred voice clearly implied that she had just woken up.


  But, just in case, I asked tentatively.


  “G-Good morning, Asuhain-san…did you hear anything we talked about?”


  “Fuaai?” What…?”


  “We-we’re just going through the plans for the day! Is there anywhere you want to go!? “


  President bluffed her way through deftly, and Asuhain-san rubbed her eyes and said,


  “Fuaa…yes. I don’t really have any wish in particular…”


  I quickly exchanged glances with the President.


  We’re…safe!


  “‘Really!? That’s great!”


  “Let’s ask the others then! Wake them all up!”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “Phew…that was close. How would Asuhain-san react if she heard that conversation just now, given how much she worshiped the President.”


  We really shouldn’t have talked about such stuff in the morning. I should have calmed down and thought this through. But there’s something I had to say…


  ……Should I prepare myself too?


  No-no…Mizuto probably wouldn’t attack me without a second thought…anyway, I wasn’t as direct as the President!…And before that, I had to talk it through with him without running away…


  So I thought as I woke Higashira-san and Akatsuki-san up, who were in a state of disarray, fixing their clothes. How did their obis end up loose while sleeping …?


  And so, after the six of us woke up, we sorted ourselves out as we checked our plans for the day.


  With a determined look on her face, Asou-senpai said,


  “Everyone, I want to request something.”


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Opening Declaration


   


  —You might think it’s fine.


  —But what about those who like you?


  —Actually, I still do like you


  Till where were her true feelings.


  Where did her true feelings start?


  Was she fooling around with me again? Or was she


  Was she fooling around with me again? Or was she really telling the truth? Everything she said seemed so full of innuendo that I had no idea what’s going on anymore.


  She still liked me?


  Well, that probably would happen to some extent. After all, I was the one who dumped her. She’s cautious about ensuring that I didn’t have such feelings since I got that constitution, and I knew that. I knew more than anyone else that she’s not some amazing person who could change her mind completely in months or so.


  It’s the same…for me.


  I was tired. I wanted to give up. That’s a fact, that’s true.


  But it was also true that I liked her.


  We probably would have dated normally if she wasn’t such a monster. I could explain to pops and the others, and we could flirt openly in school. I liked her enough to conclude so,


  Then.


  If her personality had improved somewhat till this point…


  …It’s a meaningless assumption. It’s a meaningless imagination.


  That’s because my body couldn’t fall in love anymore.


  I couldn’t help it—I couldn’t even accept goodwill from others..


  —I want to cure it.


  What would happen to me?


  If my constitution’s really cured—what should I do then?


   


  “Good morning.”


   


  Once I saw this scene right after I woke up, I froze up.


  Wh-Why!?


  I should have been sleeping in the boys’ room last night…! Why’s she here!?


  Once my sleepiness was gone immediately, Akatsuki slowly reached to grab my frozen face.


  She stroked my cheeks like she was petting a cat, and smiled lovingly.


  “Goodness…your sleeping face is cute, you know?”
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  My body kept shivering within the futon. The methods, the expression, the way she looked like she’s feeding a bird, the endearment of one protecting the weak, watching from outside the birdcage—


  Suddenly, Akatsuki covered me.


  She was so light like a doll that it’s hard to imagine she’s a human being. At the same time, the warmth and softness distinct to a human body came together. The palpitations of my heart pounded with excitement and fear. The feelings that were imprinted within me, imprinted by her. A woman’s comfort and a woman’s terror blended together in a pile.


  Sweetly, coldly, she muttered,


  “(Everyone is looking. Endure. Now.♥)”


  At this point, I finally started to check my surroundings.


  My roommates Hoshibe-san and Haba-senpai were giving us curious looks. Irido was the only one who seemed uninterested as he yawned. Yeah, those that didn’t know were watching.


  I endured the chills. I suppressed my shivering body. I pushed back the bad memories and imaginations to the back of my mind.


  I didn’t want anyone to see this pathetic constitution of mine…aside from her.


  “(Well done. Good boy♥)”


  Once she said so with a sweet voice, Akatsuki finally pulled away from me.


  “Hurry up and change your clothes~ Everyone’s waiting!”


  Saying that, Akatsuki lifted the yukata’s hem and tiptoed out of the room.


  Hoshibe-san saw her leave, and murmured as he stared at the entrance to the room.


  “So you two… were dating after all?”


  “What do you mean, after all…?”


  For a while, I couldn’t get up from the futon. The residue that was Akatsuki’s weight and body warmth was still etched on me, pinning me down.


  —Do you know what exposure therapy is?


  How could I not know? I did think of this when I thought of ways to cure this constitution.


  It’s a method of overcoming trauma by daring to interact with the cause—


  Wait, we’re doing that?


  Starting today? The whole day?


  We’re going to keep doing that—like when we were dating!?


   


  Asou Aisa ◆Equipment requires Appropriateness


   


  “Please! Help me pick clothes for a date with senpai!”


  A few hours after I asked for help, we were at a shopping mall in Kobe Harborland.


  We were at the same building, split as guys and girls, and went to the fashion and apparel area. Yes, I had an appointment with senpai to hang out alone with him at around noon! It’s obvious I had to get all my equipment before this boss fight.


  Could I have bought my dating clothes in advance?


  Some might have said so. In fact, some already did. Ranran said, “Why didn’t you buy them beforehand?”. That’s a logical argument, a fastball. And this was my reply.


  Do logical arguments apply to me anyway!?


  Look! My personal clothes! Fluffy! Fluttering! Landmine girl clothes that are almost kid-like! I like such clothing! I could only choose such clothing! I couldn’t tell the difference between personal clothing and cosplay!! The only thing I knew was that these shouldn’t be the clothes to wear for a date to win him over!


  It’s not that I hadn’t gone out to play with senpai before.


  I just wore clothes that I liked, as usual. While senpai looked a little annoyed, it was fun.


  But today was different.


  Because today—I was going to confess my feelings to senpai.


  That’s why! I had to endure my shame! That’s why I begged for help!!!!


  “I have no idea why you are feeling strangely arrogant, but since it is my friend’s big show of a lifetime, I shall help you with all I can.” Suzurin said. “I always wanted to do something about your fashion sense.”


  “You got a problem with that!? They’re cute, right! Landmine type! “


  “Then wear that to a date.”


  Grrr…everyone’s so quick to argue logically. That’s why they say the student council’s such an uptight organization.


  “Well, well, isn’t it fine? It’s better to have a purpose than to just go window shopping! “


  Saying that was Akki, who wasn’t a student council member.


  “I too have been wondering, ‘why does senpai like to wear such kiddy clothing when she has the body of a model’. Right on time, isn’t it??”


  “You’re dissing me too, aren’t you, Akki?”


  I’ll tell you girls, you’re making an enemy out of all the landmine girls in the world.


  “Asou-senpai, since you’re tall and thin, cool looking clothes might suit you.”


  “Dating clothes might be different though, Irido-san.”


  The two kouhais, Yumechi and Ranran, were the only ones chatting seriously. The other kouhai Isana-chan was taking pictures of the area with her phone for some reason. It’s obvious that she’s the indoor type, but it’s amazing how she’s able to dress up. Where did she learn her fashion sense? Was this some compulsory education?


  “First of all, we should decide on a directive.” Said Suzurin. “Since we’re choosing clothes for you to walk together with Hoshibe-senpai, it’s important that we choose appropriate clothing.. Today’s Hoshibe-senpai is—”


  “He’s wearing a jacket and jeans in cold colors~” said Akki. “It’s a safe outfit, but since he’s so tall, anything looks good on him. It’s amazing.”


  “That’s right!”


  Our senpai is tall! He’s 187cm tall! Anything would look cool on him!


  “Aisa, it’s still too early for you to look like a girlfriend.”


  “You should wait till your confession succeeds, senpai.”


  “…I’m sorry.”


  The tension swung in a weird direction. Apparently, I had to calm down a little on this day of the biggest turning point in my life.


  Suzurin and the others continued to share various opinions.


  “Hoshibe-senpai has more subdued colors, so how about some lighter colors”


  “That’s great~! It’s winter, so the colors aren’t going to be that splashy! “


  “Pants? Or Skirt?”


  “If we’re talking about dating clothes, it has to be skirts.”


  “You’ve got nice legs, it’s a waste not to show off!”


  “Yeah. Anyway, take off the pads.”


  “Wa-wait! If I remove them, my bra size will…!”


  “”Let’s use this opportunity to buy one.””


  “Time to buy your winning underwear just in case…”


  As we chatted away, we found an eye-catching store.


  We then gathered items from all over the shop, and I went to the changing room.


  “Okay, I’m wearing them~ How is it~?”


  Once they saw me pull the curtain aside, “Ohhh~…” there were many indescribable voices.


  Anyway, the clothes shoved onto me after some choosing were a blouse with an open neck and a pleated skirt that’s just above the knee. The overall look looked like a mix and match of a school uniform.


  The result was,


  “This…”


  “Kinda…”


  “…Looks like a gal, right?


  “Yeah, a gal.”


  I became a gal.


  All I had to do was to hang the accessories on my neck and wrists, and wrap the sweater around the waist, and it would be perfect.


  “Pfft.” Ranran stifled a laugh


  “It looks good on you. It’s like it’s tailor made. Pfff…!”


  “Oy you, what are you laughing at!/ Are you saying that I’ve always been an otaku, and now I look like some raunchy gal!?


  “You look more like a gal who’s kind to an otaku~! A real gal wouldn’t have twintails. What do you think, Higashira-san, since you represent the otakus!?”


  “Eh?”


  Isana-chan, who was suddenly prompted by Akki to speak, looked at me in the fitting room, and for some reason, pointed her phone lens at me,


  “I guess so…it’s like you pretend to sleep during the break, but you wish for everyone to talk to you…”


  “You see? It’s really great, senpai!”


  Grrrr…as an otaku, I knew what she’s talking about!


  “Nnn … but……”


  “Is there anything you’re unhappy about?”


  “Well, it’s like I’m not conveying my true feelings. I want to get him to think ‘today’s a little different’, but you see, I’m usually the type to be proactive…”


  “You mean you want a gap moe?”


  “Yes! That’s it!”


  Since ancient times, gap moe has always been able to hit the gap in the human heart! The usual me was the foreshadowing There’s no guy I wouldn’t be able to conquer! Even that blockhead of a senpai would be the same, probably!


  “I think such dressup works well on those who are more serious to begin with, right? Like say—”


  Instantly, all eyes were gathered on one spot.


  “Eh?” “Ueehh!? “


  The textbook innocence of Yumechi and the representative of plain girls Isana-chan looked confused and daunted.


  “…Hoh?”


  “…I see?”


  Suzurin and Akki’s eyes lit up with curiosity.


  Fufufu…… here we go. Let’s go wild!!!


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Otakus are usually biased against Gals (biased)


   


  “Hello~! Are you from around here?”


  “Nope, sorry.”


  Some women were squealing away, but Hoshibe-senpai gently waved them off.


  It’s the second group of women who have tried to woo us ever since we entered this shopping mall and went our separate ways from the girls. I learned for the first time today that reverse wooing actually existed, but it’s amazing how I got to see it twice in one day.


  I guess we really caught attention, or rather, to the girls, it’s Hoshibe-senpai’s height. The proof was that Hoshibe-senpai, the one being wooed, was so calm as he dismissed their advances.


  “Sorry to leave it to you, senpai…”


  Kogure Kawanami, usually the rowdiest and most playful, would hide behind Hoshibe-senpai for some reason whenever a woman approached. Was it just me, or did he look pale?


  “Ah~? It’s fine. Leave it to your seniors here. I’m surprised though, Kawanami. You aren’t good at dealing with women, are you?”


  “No, well, it’s fine if they just talk to me…”


  This was the same guy who once said that love should be watched and not done. Was it implying that he hated the hassle of being wooed himself?


  If this was the case, he shouldn’t have split from the girls. There’s six of them, so nobody would actually try to talk to them…


  “He-hello~….”


  “You’re so cute~! Where do you live~? What’s your LINE account~?”


  I sighed once I heard the voices directed at me.


  Oy oy. What’s going on? What’s with Kobe’s security?


  I looked back, wondering which idiots were ruining the safety of Japan—


  “A-Aha…ahaha…h-hello~ …”


  “Isn’t ya Mizuto-kun! Scary me~! Are ya on LINE~?”


  I was wondering where these idiots came from, but these were idiots I knew.


  There’s an idiot whose appearance was as hopeless as her mental state, and an idiot would only know how to say ‘are you on LINE’ when wooing someone.


  They both had open chests, short skirts, and nowhere near their usual conservative appearance. But it’s because of their timid attitudes and the wrong way they flirted that their true natures were shown.


  Two gloomy people trying to imitate gals.


  Yume Irido and Isana Higashira.


  “What are you girls doing…?”


  “U-uuu…! It’s scary! Girls being excited are really scary …!”


  “It’s not so bad ya~, it’s like cosplay ya~!! It’s so exciting ya~!”


  Why did someone think that ending her sentences with ‘ya’ would make her a gal?


  I looked behind the idiots and found a group of girls laughing hysterically. I kind of understood what was going on.


  “…So? How is this punishment game of yours supposed to end?”


  “I-It’s not really a punishment game, but…”


  “It ends immediately when Mizuto-kun gets smitten! Charge!”


  Isana shouted like she was going to attack me as she clung onto my arm.
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  Ploop, my whole arm was engulfed in a soft, impressionable feeling. Isana put her chin on my shoulder “Nishishi” grinning away.


  ‘Gal usually act like they’re close to you. They don’t care if their boobs touch you.”


  “Don’t spread such bias like that.”


  To begin with, you’re not acting much different from usual.


  “Yume-san too, don’t be shy.”


  “Ehhh!? Me too?”


  “Become a proper gal! Act shameless for now!”


  No, wait, hol up. It’s really bad—


  “—I…I under, stand…!”


  I I didn’t have the time to stop her.


  Yume looked determined as she hesitantly took my other arm opposite Isana—let’s go, she seemingly said as she put her full body weight onto it.


  At that instant, my upper arm was covered completely, and while it’s not as impressionable as Isana, it’s bouncy enough, and sparks flew  through my brain.


  From up close, where I could feel her breath, Yume looked into my eyes, seemingly begging as she said,
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  “…How is it?”


  How…so you say, but.


  “A-anyway…it’s embarrassing.”


  It’s not something to be done in broad daylight. I was restless to have so many curious pedestrians looking at us. At the same time, I barely managed to hold back the likelihood of my brain just malfunctioning..


  Yume quickly blushed as though she too understood what I wanted to say..


  “I-I guess, sorry…!”


  She immediately peeled away.


  I felt relieved while my right arm lost Yume’s warmth, yet at the same time, I felt a little lonely..


  “Nihihi.” Meanwhile, Isana, who was still clinging onto my left arm, laughed away.


  “I guess my gal power is a better. Gals don’t have the common sense to care about how others look at them, and don’t feel any shame at all.”


  “You too, get away from me. And stop spreading your own bias.”


  “Aw!”


  My released right hand nudged Isana away, and she simply broke off. Seriously, most gals would have more common sense than her.


  Haa, I sighed, and let the heat escape from my head.


  Goodness me…the guys were being so well behaved, but this group of girls was being so crazy.


  I glanced over at Yume, who did a complete 180 from her usual conservative attire.


  —You know we’re going back to the same house tomorrow, don’t you?


  Like, even if you endure it today…I don’t know what will happen tomorrow, you idiot.


   


  Isana Higashira ◆Got to ride this big wave


   


  “Mm~n…”


  Something just seemed weird.


  I slurped away at my udon while seeking out the mood at the table.


  Mizuto-kun was next to me, eating his yakisoba with the usual grim look, but it seemed like he’s been looking forward less often than usual. as usual. Right before him was a direction he didn’t want to look at, Yume-san, who was chatting with Minami-san next to her, not talking to Mizuto-kun at all.


  It seemed like there’s some distance between those two.


  I actually tried to help by leaving a seat next to Mizuto-kun at the table, but Yume-san just sat opposite him without looking.


  Well, it’s much better for her to sit opposite him, but from my hazy memory, I did remember that Mizuto-kun sat next to Yume-san at the footbath.


  It’s rare that Mizuto-kun got a chance to go on a trip with Yume-san, but I couldn’t get the feeling that he’s taking the initiative. Actually, I wasn’t a kid who had to be supervised 24/7.


  Compared to that, I really respected senpai’s proactiveness.


  Just moments ago, she wore the clothes everyone chose for her, and she was off to the meeting place. Her back looked like a warrior when she went off with determination. I just couldn’t help but marvel, thinking that the back of a maiden who had decided to confess.


  …Ah, I might be sounding like an outsider, but I did confess to Mizuto-kun before too. Did I look like that back then too?


  Well, Mizuto-kun and Yume-san are patching up again, so it’s not going to be that easy. Since they’re living under the same roof—it might not be possible for them to become friends like us here..


  For me, if my confession hadn’t been rejected, and if we dated before something happened that results in a breakup and end up like this—yep, I guess it’d still feel awkward after all.


  Speaking of which, it’s amazing these two could remain as proper stepsiblings..


  If it had been me, I would have locked myself in the room and not come out, or I would have a life with my sex drive in overdrive, yep, definitely.


  I finished my lunch while thinking about this, and everyone got up to leave the food court.


  “Akatsuki-san, where are you going this afternoon?”


  “Ah, sorry. I got some special things to do this afternoon~”


  “E?”


  Suddenly, there was an unexpected turn of events.


  Minami-san quickly latched onto the arm of the frivolous guy (that Kawanami whatever) and declared outright.


  “Alright, we’ll be off on a date then! See you this evening~!”


  “Huh!? No, oy!!”


  Minami-san dragged the confused frivolous guy and disappeared into the crowd.


  Yume and I just looked on, slack-jawed.


  “I had been wondering when I heard they were childhood friends …”


  “W-when did they…”


  He’s on such good terms with Minami-san, yet he called himself a love ROM or something. Absolutely unforgivable. Frivolous guys should die.


  “…What’s going on?”


  Mizuto-kun looked somewhat bewildered.


  Four out of the ten students left on their dates. It’s organized by the student council, but it’s quite an ill-disciplined trip. Actually, it’d be weirder if they weren’t been dating—


  “Mm.”


  I had an inspiration.


  Let’s go with the flow..


  “Mizuto-kun.”


  “Hm?”


  I tugged at the hem of Mizuto-kun’s clothes, saying.


  “Let’s go on a date too!”


  “…Huh?”


  “With Yume-san, the three of us!”


  “”…Huuuh?””


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆My true disguise


   


  I arrived at the agreed meeting place, a damn large giraffe sculpture, and found her already waiting there, fiddling with her bangs restlessly..


  For a moment, I was puzzled by her attire that’s completely different from before..


  She was wearing a loose knit sweater and a tight skirt just above her knees—and she had tights on her legs, probably because it’s cold out there. The childiness from before was gone, and there’s left was a calm adult-like pois.


  She probably went shopping with those girls and wore them here. Kurenai probably criticized her landmine-styled fashion and forced her to buy these—


  “…Yo.”


  I gently waved and called out to her, and she raised her handbag from her knees..


  “Senpie—”


  It’s obvious she bit her tongue.


  After freezing up for a moment, “P-Please wait.” She said, and turned her back to me.


  “Phew…hah ….”


  She heaved her shoulders a few times.


  And then, she turned to face me again, leering with a mischievous smile.


  “Senpai! You’re late, you know? Minus points for making a girl wait.”


  I didn’t know how she could continue like this after what happened just now. Seriously, I was impressed.


  “You’re just a little closer to the entrance, right? We were in the same shopping mall.”


  “Oh, an excuse now? Minus 1 point. “


  “Anyway, why are you the one giving points? Can I grade you points??”


  “Fine then. Give points then. How many points does Aisa get today, senpai??


  Asou showed a very confident look as she put her bag behind her..


  Ahh, so that’s what it was…she wanted to be praised for today’s attire.


  Clothes make the person…it’s too cliché to say that though. Well then—


  “A landmine has to be detected too.”


  “What kind of a compliment is that!!?”


  Thank goodness she cleared minesweeper—that’s pretty much the praise I was getting at. With this getup, nobody would assume she’s an approval seeking monster..


  Asou deliberately pouted her lips (I guess the landmines of gestures hadn’t been cleared) and took a step closer to me.


  “Don’t you notice? There’s a concept for such clothes—…”


  “Ah? How would I know—?”


  … No, wait?


  Now that she mentioned it, I noticed. Something seemed off. What? I saw it in a magazine or something. A brown knit sweater, a blue tight skirt—


  Ah.


  It’s the same color as the shirt and jeans I was wearing on this day, huh?


  “Fufu, did you notice?”


  Asou smiled and came alongside me.


  “Matching clothes, you know, senpai?”


  “Some new harassment?’


  “How rude~ And besides, the jacket color is different from yours, you know? You wouldn’t like it if it’s too deliberate~.”


  ‘Ah, I see. You just cover up your shirt with the jacket in the front, huh?”


  “It’s a secret couple getup, you know, senpai?”


  “You’re not letting me run away anyway, right!?”


  Asou’s shoulders shook as she giggled.


  Goodness, she bought new clothes just for this? It’s not cheap for a student..


  —I’m serious.


  Why?


  The serious voice I heard yesterday came to mind.


  Senpai.”


  Asou said with a tone that I couldn’t determine if it’s joking or serious.


  “You have a girl who gave up on her usual habits and worked hard to be by your side, you know?…Don’t you feel there isn’t enough compliment??”


  …Damnit.


  I couldn’t really badmouth someone who spent effort and money.


  “Looks good on you. Can’t you dress up like this usually?”


  “……!!”


  Asou suddenly covered her mouth with her hands.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “No…”


  Her eyes wavered, and she turned her back away to hide her expression.


  “I’m…happier than I expected.”


  There was joy seeping in her voices, and a lot less teasing.


  —I’m serious.


  Yesterday’s voice echoed in my mind once again.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Beginning Treatment


   


  “—Oy! Oy wait!”


  Akatsuki, tugging my arm hard, finally looked back at me after Irido and the others were no longer in sight..


  “Hm? What? “


  “Don’t what me! What do you mean by date!? I never heard of this!”


  “Because I didn’t say it.”


  Nihi, Akatsuki laughed deliberately.


  “Eh? You hate it? Surprise!”


  “It’s not a surprise. It’s called being demanding, okay?”


  Goodness. What would happen if Higashira seized the chance to do something to Irido? It felt like the Iridos had been rather distant today. …


  “My my, don’t be so uptight. I gave them an opportunity.”


  “Huh? An opportunity?”


  “Asou-senpai will be on a date, and then it’ll be us, so won’t the others follow suit~?”


  “……!”


  Did she actually say it’s a date just for this…?


  Akatsuki hugged my arm firmly.


  “Well, it’s true that I wanted to go on a date with you.”


  “…Wait—..”


  “What would you do if I had said so?”


  The rashes that were starting to surface were quickly eased away by Akatsuki’s annoying smile.


  So she said, wait…so which is it!?


  “It’s fine, it’s fine. Don’t be so worried. I’ll make sure you’ll get used to it slowly.”


  “Get used to it slowly, wha …?”


  Was she talking about that exposure therapy …?


  Akatsuki does not answer my question, but only smiles meaningfully.


  “Shall we go? It’s been a while since we went on a date, so let’s enjoy this, Kawanami.”


  She didn’t call me ‘Kokkun’ as a childhood friend, but ‘Kawanami’, showing a bit of distance, and it left me a little relieved.


  But it’s also obvious this relief was the great counter-proof nagging at the back of my mind.


   


  Yume Irido ◆Unknown Cowardice


   


  “Ah! Look there, Mizuto-kun! It’s that, that!!”


  “That?”


  “That thing! That’s where you put your foot on when looking out at the sea!”


  “…That’s not a footrest. That’s for tying a rope and docking a boat.”


  “Eh!? It’s my first time knowing of this…”


  I watched them from behind as Higashira-san stepped on the evenly spaced bumps on the quay, while Mizuto stood next to her, making sure she didn’t fall into the sea.


  “W-What should I do …? I couldn’t talk…”


  Higashira-san gave me the opportunity to talk…and even earlier, the three of us went into a bookstore in the mall and chatted a lot, but I could only talk to Higashira-san. …


  Even I realized that I was overthinking it! We just touched hands, in a slightly lewd manner! I mean, back in middle school, I went into his room, looking forward to my first time!


  I basically regressed to being a kid, worse than an elementary school student. It’s a love regression to that of a toddler…


  Why was I being so conscious of this? Weren’t we always together? There’s a hundred and one chances to do it, right? Or was it because I saw Mizuto naked in the bath the other day?


  …I didn’t know. I had no idea at all.


  Since I liked him, since I wanted to date him, I could have been a little more lowkey in wooing him—seeing how the President pushed a person over while dressed in a bunny suit…no, the way she tried to woo someone was extraordinary, I thought.


  I really envied Asou-senpai,…she had a heart that wouldn’t give up no matter how Hoshibe-senpai dismissed her.


  Didn’t she think it’s scary?


  I was scared. I was scared before I started dating Mizuto. I was always scared that Irido-kun would hate me for some slight remarks when we met during summer vacation, always.


  Even now, yes. I was scared. I was fearful…but it wasn’t because I was scared of being hated by him. It’s a given that I was hated for something long before.


  So what was being scared of?


  At this moment, what was I missing—s


  “Yume-san, Yume-san.”


  I was lost in thought when Higashira-san called out to me.


  With one hand, Higashira-san held down her hair that was disheveled by the sea breeze, and the other was pointing somewhere.


  “Shall we get on that?”


  “Eh?”


  There was a large Ferris wheel at where Higashira-san was pointing.


   


  Suzuri Kurenai ◆The student council president is the most ill-disciplined


   


  Wh-What should I do? I couldn’t talk to him…


  When Yume-kun and the others went on the date, the result was that I went to Ijinkan street with the same group—Ran-kun, Joe and me—and we decided to keep walking.


  In other words, it’s a great opportunity.


  There was no better chance to excuse myself for my shoddy escape last night.


  “Woah…it’s amazing, President! It’s my first time seeing a luxury cruise!”


  Ran-kun’s tiny body looked up at the towering cruise ship that was docked..


  Since it’s rare for us to be close to the sea, I thought it would be interesting, and we walked around at the harbor,,,it’s probably Ran-kun’s first time at a harbor, and she looked around curiously, feeling moved as she spoke to me.


  As a senpai, I was happy to be adored by a kouhai, but I lost my chance to speak to Joe at all. As usual, Joe had blended into the background completely. To the passers-by, it’s probably just two high school girls, Ran-kun and me.


  There probably should be a chance for us to chat for a moment like how it was back at … but unfortunately,there wasn’t any chance at all.


  When could I talk…! And anyway, what excuse should I give…!


  The more I thought about it, the more I got stuck in quicksand, and it started to feel like I was evading Joe..


  “Speaking of which…I’ve been thinking…”


  Ran-kun said as she looked around.


  “Walking here reminds me of the Kamo River. Why do couples like places where there is water?”


  Indeed, I could see a few male and female couples scattered around. It’s not surprising since Harborland is one of the most popular spots in Kobe. However, there weren’t just couples, but also families and students like us, so it’s not that they’re all couples.


  “It’s not just couples, humans like the waterside. Didn’t the four great civilizations flourished around rivers?”


  “…And I just noticed the couples? Maybe it’s because of what I saw last night…”


  “What you saw last night?”


  “Mizuto Irido.”


  Ran-kun said spitefully.


  “Mizuto Irido was flirting with Higashira-san at the inn last night. They were touching each other’s faces and hugging each other, pushing their chests onto each other…l-like, at such a public place…!”


  Oh? I remembered those two. They were so intimate that people would assume they were dating—hm? Then what about Yume-kun? In Joe’s view, it’s not in a love triangle…


  “That’s enviable. Were they so passionate that they didn’t notice their surroundings?”


  “What are you talking about, President! It’s one thing if they were in a room, but they were in the lounge where anyone could have entered! I don’t think any rational human would flirt so openly in a place where anyone could have entered at any given moment!”


  “…………”


  Truly.


  A rational human shouldn’t have dressed up in a bunny suit to tempt a boy at a place anyone could have entered at any given moment, let alone push him down.


  “I just hate this! How could someone like him end up second in our year! He looks so innocent, but he’s definitely a wild beast inside! He’s a pervert who loves to humiliate girls!”


  I’m sorry.


  I’m very sorry for being a pervert who enjoys telling a boy about her fetishes.


  “I wish he could be more aware as a student representative with great grades, and act with more moderation and sound judgment! Just like you, president!”


  “……Pretty much so.”


  I shall be mindful. Moderation and sound judgment are key.


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆A foreshadowing would be pointless if it’s not noticed 


   


  The restaurant Asou had checked beforehand was a posh one with an open-air terrace overlooking the sea.


  “”It’s really different to actually experience it myself~!”


  “Oh yeah. It’s a little intimidating for two high school students to come here.”


  “I checked it out on the internet. The scene here’s really pretty at night. For Feels like it’s a toast to your eyes!”


  “Shouldn’t that be my line?”


  “Then say it.”


  “It’s so cheesy.”


  “That’s why it’s funny!”


  We received the lunch that was served to us as we chatted about trivial stuff..


  “Don’t say that. I mean, don’t people say that one should propose in a restaurant where there is a night view?”


  “Ahh, so you’re such a person?”


  “What kind of bias do you have against Aisa?


  “I guess you probably admire those shoujo manga scenes even at your age.”


  “That’s the biggest insult to girls!…well, I can’t say that I don’t admire it though.”


  “That so? Then, you’re the type who wants to be toasted by the eyes? Here, cheers.”


  “Hey, don’t bring your glass to my eyes. What’s the point of doing this physically!? Like, physically?”


  “And then? What did you say about proposing?”


  “Now that I’m at a restaurant where I get to see a night view—it’s not night…but I guess it’s just embarrassing to be proposed to at a place with so many people.”


  “So you booked a private room?”


  “Home’s the best after all! Home! Living together for a third year, both people resting in the living room, going all ‘we should get married right~’, ‘nn, alright~’, like, doesn’t that sound good!?”


  “Well, it’s not like I don’t understand…”


  “What’s with your vague explanation anyway “


  “I have a feeling you’ll just want a surprise in the end.”


  “Surprise!? Are you saying Aisa would just propose out of a sudden like a flash mob!? How rude!”


  “You’re the rude one. Apologize to all the flash mobs out there.”


  “…But, senpai?”


  “Ah? What are you grinning at?”


  “Weren’t you just talking about proposing to Aisa? Aisa did say something like ‘I really look forward to such a marriage proposal~’, but you never asked about what were the proposal plans in the future though? “


  “Just take it as if I’m talking about proposing to another woman.”


  “I’m angry!”


  “I thought so”


  I guess I got used to it after all. I could basically respond on instinct against her annoying harassment.


  And because it’s a reflex instinct…I never thought about any other woman..


  “…But well, the night view is still nice, isn’t it?”


  Asou marveled as she gazed out at Kobe Harbor under this clear sky.


  “It’s a little embarrassing with everyone looking…but if it’s just two of us, it’ll be great if I get to see a beautiful night view.”


  “…Great? What’s great?”


  “What do you think it is?”


  Asou laughed, being a little vague.


  I felt the foreshadowing being steadily laid out, yet I played dumb to what was happening.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Full throttle treatment process


   


  “A little closer~!”


  Akatsuki yanked me over, and then there’s a snapshot I heard from the phone.


  “Great! We’re on camera! Red brick is the way to go after all!”


  We arrived at the brick warehouse south of Harborland. I had been converted into a fancy café.


  Akatsuki happily showed me the photos she took in front of the brick warehouse that had been weathered over the years.


  “Look! It’s like a Conan cover page!”


  Well yeah. It’d be perfect if we were wearing the Holmes cosplay from back at Ijinkan Street.


  “..You actually took a photo of us. Do you want to show these photos or something?”


  Akatsuki and I were in the photo, and from this angle, we looked so close like we’re lovers. If this was shown to anyone else, it’d just be a repeat of what happened during the study camp.


  “Nothing wrong with that, right? I’ll just go back and look at it myself.”


  “Yourself?”


  “Like, I’m happiest at such moments. Right?”


  Akatsuki tilted her head, knowing full well this childish gesture really suited her. Yep, it’s deliberate. If she thought she’s going to rattle me with this little act, that’s a big mistake..


  “…Not to say it isn’t. I’m just wondering that since you wouldn’t take photos of your meals, when caused you to change your philosophy?


  “I don’t care about food photos, but I want as many photos of Kawanami as I can get.”


  “…Ugh.”


  I felt rashes start to cover my arm.


  She wanted as many as she could get. We had seen each other’s faces for so long that we got sick of it, and at this moment, a photo or two…


  I couldn’t say anything, and Akatsuki grinned at me, saying,


  “Endure this. Endure this. See, I won’t be doing anything, right??”


  She waved her hands before me. She’s basically indicating that she wouldn’t do anything perverted.


  She wouldn’t do anything…yeah, she hadn’t  laid a finger on me. She didn’t feed me, wash me, or even go to the toilet with me…yeah, it’s fine. There’s nothing to be scared off. …


  After taking the time to catch my breath, the rashes subsided.


  ‘That’s good. Progressing well?”


  Seeing that I was feeling better, Akatsuki nodded her head in satisfaction.


  “…Are you seriously going to cure me like this…?”


  “Since you aren’t scared of me, isn’t everything else easy peasy? There’s no one crazier than me now.”


  “Don’t act now.”


  “Heh heh heh.”


  Ahh, yep, surprisingly, I could endure this after trying so.


  I had a feeling that my constitution wasn’t as scary at this point as back when I was thoroughly avoiding goodwill from girls…


  “It’s a medical procedure after all!”


  Akatsuki wrapped her arm over my arm that was just cleared of rashes..


  “I’m doing this to heal you here! Don’t be mistaken! “


  “Being a tsundere really doesn’t suit you. I ain’t gonna throw up.”


  “Fufuf. Go ahead and retort all you want for now.”


  Akatsuki suddenly leaned over, put her mouth to my ear, and murmured as she blew in.


  “(I’ll love you today until you can’t stand up. Are you ready?)”


  A shiver runs down my spine.


  I couldn’t tell if it was from anxiety or something else—


  “—Poof—♥!”


  “Woargh?


  “Ahaha!! Were you scared? You were, right?”


  This was definitely something else. Who would actually blow into someone else’s ears?


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆If it starts to stink, cover up with a lid.


   


  I, Isana, and Yume entered the four person gondola in order.


  I sat down, and Isana sat down in the middle seat opposite me..


  “Eh? Wait, …Higashira-san?”


  In that case, Yume wouldn’t be able to sit next to Isana.


  Yume stood there, looking troubled, and Isana  grinned,


  “Yume-san, over there please~”


  … What’s with that ‘she got baited’ look on her face …


  Yume looked back and forth at me and Isana, but the gondola door closed at this moment, and the gondola itself started to move.


  “Oy, it’s not safe to stand.”


  I had no choice but to comment, “Y-yeah…”, to which Yume replied and sat down next to me.


  The scenery outside the window slowly approached the sky.


  The view extended beyond the buildings, and we could see Kobe harbor entirely below us. A white cruise ship was crossing the sea.


  …Even though this scene was right before my eyes, my attention was seized by the sight opposite the window..


  This situation of me sitting next to Yume inevitably reminded me of yesterday’s footbath.


  In hindsight, it was really trivial. We just touched our fingers. We didn’t kiss, we didn’t touch butts or chest, but why did this memory occupy my mind so much?


  When we were dating, holding hands was a normal thing. Locking arms, hugging, kissing, everything was part and parcel of daily life.


  And yet—yes.


  I didn’t remember showing my desires so openly like yesterday.


  When we were dating, when we touched, we were basically linking our hearts together. I should say we mutually opened our hearts to each other, allowed each other in, allowed each other to touch.


  But…yesterday, that was.


  Desire—or rather, instinct. It’s something hidden deep inside, an instinct called bestiality.


  It was something that should never be shown to others.


  I recognized its existence. Yume and I recognized its existence. And then—


  I allowed Yume’s, and Yume allowed mine. It was filth disguised as sanity.


  It was just a simple act of touching hands, but the fact that we let this happen caused our hearts to topple over..


  Ah, whatever—I thought.


  I gave up… on holding back.


  That probably was what…I was afraid of.


  “Yay~! It’s so tall~!”


  Isana, oblivious to what was going on, was cheering away as she looked out of the window.


  “It’s going to look so beautiful at night, right!? We arrived too early, didn’t we?”


  “…Don’t people only ride a Ferris wheel at night if they’re going to confess or something?”


  That was absolutely dangerous. If the night’s the only source of light, and if we’re in a completely dark locked room—I wouldn’t have the confidence to think that we wouldn’t touch.


  “Oh, I see~. Then, is that senpai going to confess here after all?”


  “Hm? Which senpai?”


  “…Huh? Can I really mention this, Yume-san?”


  Yume gave a wry smile.


  “It’s fine, I guess? Asou-senpai and Hoshibe-senpai will probably be done once we meet up with them.”


  Asou-senpai and Hoshibe-senpai…ah, those two. Well, I could more or less guess who’s going to confess..


  “A confession during the trip? It’ll be awkward if she fails.”


  “It’s fine~ they look like they get along really well, and right now, they look like they’re already dating. There’s no way she would be rejected, right?”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  An awkward silence fell between me and Yume.


  Isana looked at us in shock, “Ah” she spoke up.


  “I remember when I was rejected in the same way.”


  Isana laughed. Since she’s laughing, I probably didn’t have to worry that much either.


  Yume gave a troubled smile,


  “It’ll be great if they’re as easygoing as you, Higashira-san…”


  “Well, I was gunning for Mizuto-kun’s body anyway.”


  “Oy.”


  It’s true that whether we’re dating or not, the only thing that would have changed would be whether sex acts would be allowed.


  “But if you just want to hang out and have fun together, why not just be friends? Since you’re going to be dating, are you probably going to go for the erotic?x`”


  “That’s, well…”


  Maybe that’s the case, Yume muttered.


  —This might be the case.


  The reason why I hadn’t confessed even though I decided on it might be because I had ulterior motives I wanted to deny—maybe I was subconsciously refusing to show my hidden instincts towards Yume.


  Even if Yume were to forgive me, I probably wouldn’t want to see myself like this..


  It’s probably just me being immaturely self-conscious. It’s probably just a matter of insignificant pride. Still, I didn’t want to express my feelings for Yume through such desires..


  There’s definitely something much better, and I was seeking something that didn’t exist—


  “I guess dating reasons differ based on the person.”


  —It’s impossible. I knew that though.


  “Isana’s unexpectedly logical, and that’s why this was the only conclusion she got. Some can’t come to terms with it. Some do think of illogical points as something to be experienced in an romantic relationship …or are you one of those people who can only see the opposite sex in physical terms? Do you look innocent and all but your mind is all perverted?”


  “Uehh!?”


  Yume blinked away in surprise.


  She definitely never expected herself to be wooed. After all, the dam in her heart was on the verge of breaking. Who knew when it would burst.


  That’s why.


  We shouldn’t take it too seriously. If we did, we would end up devoured. Anything stinky had to be covered with a lid. The name of the lid’s called sanity.Since I was still myself, I could just remain sane and pretend not to notice.


  “T-that’s not true though!? You have such a pitiful body!”


  “I’m talking about a male body in general, not mine.”


  “Uggh…!”


  “Don’t give me that! Some even go after their fellow female bodies in general!”


  “Work on your personality in general.”


  All we could do now is to let bygones be bygones.


  Only by doing so could we remain as ourselves.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆She acts sulky after throwing herself at me


   


  My specialty—or rather, my habit, was human observation.


  I would blend into the background and observe the people around me. It’s the only thing I could do. Nobody would notice me, and nobody would talk to me. Before I knew it, I could analyze someone’s personality from the expression, gestures, tone and various other signals.


  That’s how I knew.


  Kurenai-san was avoiding me.


  The reason was obvious. It was about what happened last night. I got pushed down by Kurenai-san, who was dressed in a bunny suit, whispering to me with sweet words, and before I knew it—


  …I couldn’t help it. I’m an ordinary man after all. Rather, it’s weird if I didn’t have a reaction. I should say it’s amazing that I managed to control myself until this point.


  But,


  Kurenai-san felt something abnormal on her ass at that moment, and immediately scampered off. She’s the one seducing—maybe she didn’t think so, but she probably felt that she was doting on a harmless animal. After I suddenly bared my fangs, she naturally reacted warily.


  She probably…hated it as a girl.


  …Well, it’s not that Kurenai-san shouldn’t stay away from me. It’s weird for her to cling onto me to begin with. It’s just back to how it’s supposed to be.


  But…I wanted to apologize at least.


  As a person, I felt that I should draw a line here.


  I would disappear from her world like normal, but if it’s that much—


  I was looking for that opportunity all day.


  And the time finally came.


  “Excuse me. I need the toilet…”


  It happened when we entered the Kobe Maritime Museum next to the harbor. Asuhain-san said this and went off alone.


  Only Kurenai-san and I were left behind.


  It was the perfect opportunity.


  “Joe—”


  The moment Kurenai-san turned around, I bowed my head.


  “”I’m sorry.”


  “…Eh?”


  We were in the museum, and when she heard my hushed apology, Kurenai-san let out a bewildered voice.


  “I’m really sorry for making you uncomfortable yesterday. If you’re willing, I’ll even quit the student council—”


  “Wa-wait a minute!”


  Kurenai-san shouted out loud, looked around in a panic, then quickly hushed her voice.


  “(I-I was the one who started everything yesterday, right? Why are you apologizing?)”


  “(…You were avoiding me today because that was uncomfortable, right?)”


  “(N-No! T-Today, erm …)”


  After mumbling a few words, Kurenai-san forcibly lifted my head.


  “(Anyway! What happened last night wasn’t your fault! I don’t feel uncomfortable about that Actually, I’m loving it)”


  “(Eh?)”


  “(…No, I’m sorry. That was a slip of the tongue…anyway, you don’t have to quit the student council!)”


  “(Then…why were you running away from me?)”


  “(Th-That’s …)”


  Kurenai-san’s porcelain-white skin turned red, and her emerald eyes wavered around, seemingly seeking help.


  After looking around everywhere for a while, she glanced up at me, and said,


  “(Like, the sudden feeling was like…was it such a thing, and it shocked me…I was a little scared …)”


  …Shocked?


  Scared?


  That…Kurenai-san?


  “”(I wanted to tempt you all I wanted all!)”


  Kurenai-san spoke up, as though she was finally opening up.


  “But I couldn’t help it! I’m just a proper virgin! I only worked on the theory part! Of course I would be a little apprehensive when it comes to the real thing)”


  “(You make it sound so impressive even though you were being pathetic…)”


  “(Ehhhh shut up! We wouldn’t be in this situation if you let me eat you up!)”


  Well…that might be the case.


  Haa…Kurenai-san let out a deep sigh.


  “(I was going to make an excuse, it is useless.)”


  “(Somehow…I feel sorry.)”


  “(Enough. I have decided.)”


  Kurenai-san looked up at me with determined eyes.


  It was as if a light was released from it, shining on my face.


  “(I won’t be shocked next time. I won’t get scared. I shall be prepared.)”


  “(…Prepared, as in?)”


  “(My side. You only need to know. The next time you have a boner when facing me, that will be the moment you lose your virginity!


  Bo…eh, she’s talking about such vulgar stuff openly again…well, it’s a vulgar matter, so it’s more or less unavoidable.


  Anyway, just when I was thinking—this matter all settled.


  “(…By the way)”


  Kurenai-san hushed her already hushed voice further.


  “(Erm…how did you deal with it after that?)”


  ‘ (…Huh? Deal with it, as in?)”


  “(Because, you see…when boys are like that, they won’t regrow back if you don’t deal with it, right…?)”


  ………….


  “(Kurenai-san, please discard those reference materials.)”


  “How!? How did you know I learned this from reference?)”


  “(Because it’s wrong.)”


  Somebody, anybody, please provide proper sex education to this person. I didn’t have the confidence to teach her myself.


   


  Asou Aisa ◆In the normal everyday life, I fell in love normally


   


  At first, I was hostile towards him.


  I was furious by the high-handed advice from him. That’s why I got serious and tried to get back at him. It’s pointless, that’s the stare senpai gave me, and I wanted to get rid of that. That’s what I thought when I tried to woo him.


  When did that turn into affection?


  Maybe, surely, I wouldn’t know…the opportunity came from a really trivial, everyday scene.


  —Oy!


  It happened when I was working in the student council room. I was searching the shelves, looking for materials. Senpai shouted loudly, Eh? And I turned around.


  Thunk, there was a sound.


  It came from above.


  I looked up to see the cardboard box on the shelf tumbling over. I couldn’t react. I could only watch it happen.


  So I could only stand and look dumbfounded until senpai senpai came running over to hold up the box with both arms outstretched.


  Ah, I murmured.


  I finally remembered what I should say.


  —Thank you, very much…


  —It’s nothing… be careful.


  Ah, yep, it’s cliche.


  But then again, wait, I didn’t have a crush on him just because of this little thing. If I fell in love just because he protected me a little, my first love would have happened much earlier.


  Shown through my eyes, etched in my heart was.


  Haa,it was the look senpai had after a sigh..


  Even till this day, I didn’t know what expression it was.


  Was he relieved, shocked? Confused, or hesitant—?


  He just …looked weak.


  His face looked very, very weak.


  —He actually had such an expression.


  The student council president was always aloof and invincible. The iron-faced senpai could react calmly no matter what I did..


  It was only then—that he looked like me, a weak human being.


  … It’s sleazy, it’s sleazy of you, senpai.


  How could I forget such a face? Girls are weak to gap moe, you know?


  I was the one who wanted to etch myself in your eyes—


  But you’re the one who etched yourself in mine. What should I do?


  And when I noticed, everything happened so naturally. I found myself increasingly paying attention only to senpai’s face, like I yearned to see his expression again.


  This too became my daily routine.


  —Yes, it’s nothing special.


  It could be in the student council room, a café, chatting about mobile games, introducing interesting anime and manga, meaningless time. The insignificant time I spent next to him was the most important to me..


  That’s why I didn’t have anything special in mind today.


  I overdressed a little, went to a game center for the first time. These were all spices, and we just needed to be the same as usual, like before—I want to become the most important girl to you, senpai, to continue everything.


  Let’s make it a fun day.


  Let’s make it a fun day which has been ordinary as always, until now.


  So, at the end of it all, just a little.


  Will you go out with this serious me?


  “Senpai.”


  Time passed.


  Before I knew it, the sunset lit the sky.


  “For our final stop…would you like to ride the Ferris wheel?”


   


  Akatsuki Minami ◆Just desserts


   


  “Wow. Is it this late already?


  I lifted my head up and saw that the blue sky was turning red.


  I had a look at the time on the phone, and found that it’s past 4pm. We’re entering late November, and it’s worrying that the sun will set  early. It’s basically the time for elementary school kids, that we had to think about going home.


  Yeah—that’s the time when I called out to him that we’re heading home back then.


  Since we were neighbors, we would be playing together even after returning home. Kokkun pulled my hand as if he was dealing with a little sister.


  Ahh—what’s the term for it again? I read up on it in a manga or something.


  “What is it called, Kawanami?”


  “…………”


  Kawanami didn’t answer. I glanced aside at him, and found him blue faced, his lips pursed.


  …We were just sitting on a bench together, and I just put my head on his shoulder.


  Even this little thing…couldn’t be allowed?


  My chest pricked and ached. Was it sadness? Or did I feel sorry for Kawanami? Maybe I should stop. Nope, if I stopped here and spared him, it wouldn’t be effective treatment. He’s a goner. I didn’t want to continue hurting Kokkun. Let’s stop flirting. It’s a wound I caused. If it’s not up to me to take care of me, then who??


  Just desserts


  I finally managed to find the appropriate term. Yes, it’s called just desserts..


  Everything that happened in middle school was my fault. Kokkun was upset when he hit me at the hospital, but it was my just desserts too. I treated him like a doll, and played with him like a doll. That bit of insult wasn’t enough.


  The me that just couldn’t help but want to return to that time still remained in my heart.


  At this moment, the desire still ran wild in me. I wanted to let Kokkun lie down while he’s uncomfortable, undress him, wipe every corner of his body, cook porridge for him, blow it cool for him, eat with him, and give lots of good night kisses until he slept. I suppose it’s this helpless fetish I had


  I probably should just remain single for the rest of my life.


  Either he died, I died, or both died—I could easily imagine such outcomes. I felt it would be great if Kokkun could get a new girlfriend.


  But at the very least, I wished to remain as his childhood friend.


  Kokkun too cherished the memories of being childhood friends with me. I hoped to at least remain as childhood friends.


  This would be the last time.


  We wouldn’t be holding hands, putting heads on each other’s shoulders, locking arms while walking. Everything would end on this day..


  I just wanted to leave this position to someone else—to clear up my mess, and return to being just a childhood friend.


  The negative legacy would be cleared.


  “……Time really, passes, huh?”


  I heard a grunt, and looked up into Kokkun’s face.


  “Time passes like an arrow, so you can’t waste it…I guess that’s what it means.”


  “…Are you alright?”


  “Yeah…thanks to you, I guess…I’m getting a little used to it.”


  Kokkun forced a smile while looking blue.


  “Is that so?”


  Thank goodness—I couldn’t say that yet.


  If I did feel relief, it would surely show overwhelming goodwill.


  “You’re surprisingly knowledgeable, aren’t you? Even for an idiot.”


  “I’m not an idiot. I managed to make it to Rakurou…don’t lump me with Irido.”


  “We can’t waste time as it flies by like an arrow…huh?”


  My ears hurt when I heard that. I looked up at the sunset.


  I wouldn’t waste it. I definitely wouldn’t waste it.


  I caused Kokkun so much suffering…and I definitely, definitely wouldn’t allow that to happen.


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆What was broken was


   


  Do something if you have time.


  The words that led me to the student council were pretty much something of that effect.


  It just happened.


  After I quitted basketball, I had nothing to do, when someone just told me to ‘do something if you have time’. I hadn’t found my brand new self, and there was an opportunity given to me. I just went over and seized it. That’s all I did.


  I never thought I would end up as the student council president—I did what I felt I could do, and before I knew it, it just happened. I didn’t have any particular plans or reasons. It just happened..


  It’s just that—yes.


  If the price of quitting basketball was becoming student council president, that’s worth it. Since the senpais invited me, I had to oblige them somehow.


  Such thoughts…often crossed the back of my mind


  Because, yeah, if I had been slacking on rehab, my left shoulder couldn’t recover, right? If that’s the case, I couldn’t do anything about it at this moment. It’s still better than doing nothing, right—?


  …Yeah, that would be fine.


  I would be fine with it if I had such a flimsy excuse.


  And yet, at that moment.


  —Oy!


  Asou turned around in surprise. And that wasn’t it. Wait, you didn’t see it? You got a box above your head. It’s going to fall on you!


  It was as soon as I could. I stretched my arms out. I managed to catch the box that was going to land on Asou’s head in the nick of time.


  Asou looked up above her. Ah, she blurted.


  —Thank you, very much…


  —It’s nothing… be careful.


  I felt relieved during the initial seconds.


  And then, I felt a chill run down my spine.


  And then there was more.


  I found myself lifting both arms over my shoulders—but there wasn’t any pain.


  —Ahh.


  I was already healed.


  The onIy thing that wasn’t healed was my heart.


  The one I didn’t dare to face seriously was myself.


   


  Asou Aisa ◆I don’t dream big like Cinderella


   


  After queuing for a while, both of us entered the round gondola, just the two of us.


  The sky had turned completely dark while we were waiting. The doors closed, and the gondola shook a little as it slowly rose towards the night.


  ‘You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”


  Senpai, sitting on the opposite seat, said so.


  “I’m totally fine. I stood on the transparent floor of the Sky Tree when I went to Tokyo.”


  “Really? I can’t really handle such places…”


  “Aren’t you usually at a high place?”


  Don’t count my height in this.”


  I giggled. He’s just like usual. That’s why he didn’t notice how tense I was all over..


  I had decided this would be the last stop.


  The night scene of Kobe was overly dramatic, but I guess this cliché part might be great. It’s like making a little joke, and I thought my feelings could take shape..


  Ah, but—I didn’t manage to act as planned. I didn’t think I’d be this nervous. I didn’t have the confidence to say it out well. The line I practiced tens of thousands of times seemed to be falling onto the ground that’s becoming distant.


  Senpai.


  We really were on bad terms to begin with, right? No, that’s before this. We didn’t even have a proper talk. Both of us probably weren’t really interested in each other.


  Senpai.


  We had such a relationship, but you actually dared to lecture me? Wasn’t that just giving instructions? I learned then that it’s not always nice to be meddlesome. That’s why I kept clinging onto you.


  Senpai.


  I was surprised to find out that you were an otaku. But I was a little happy. It’s amazing that we could share hobbies. See, I got snagged easily too. You’re like a gloomy character opening up to a glal. Do understand though. Once someone you can’t handle finds a common point, she usually feels much closer to you, you know?


  Senpai.


  Senpai.


  Senpai.


  The gondolas approached the sky. The cruise ships were sailing on the sea. The cluster of buildings were stretched across the horizon. The glittering night scene of Kobe was seemingly studded with jewels, stretching everywhere.


  If the night scene was this beautiful, would I be able to have a beautiful magic?


  I only need the magic of this moment. Like Cinderella, I didn’t need my dream to be as lofty as Cinderella. Just five minutes. No, three. No no, it’s fine even if it’s just this moment, let me become the prettiest girl in the world.


  I wanted to convey my true feelings to him.I want to tell her how I really feel.


  “Senpai—”


  I left the script on the floor.


  At the moment the gondola was closest to the night sky, the words came out naturally.


   


  “—Please look at me for the rest of my life.”


  I didn’t try to disguise anything as I was being truthful.


  The wishes and desires became words.


   


  “And I shall only look at you for the rest of my life, senpai.”


   


  The glow of the night scene caused senpai’s eyes to twinkle like a kaleidoscope.


   


  “I love you—Please be my boyfriend.”


   


  The gondola shook lightly as I spoke the decisive words.


  But neither senpai nor I shook at all, and we didn’t utter a sound.


  The starlight and the beautiful night scene shone into this cramped, dim gondola, lighting it up like a stage.


  The silent lights shone upon us like a spotlight.


  In this world, only the two of us stood on this stage.


  “…Phew.”


  Senpai froze up for a moment, exhaled, and sat upright on the seat..


  He then stared at me.


  He wasn’t being aloof. He wasn’t looking annoyed. He wasn’t looking lazy like when he was napping in school, he was showing a serious expression.


  “Asou, I—”


  Senpai then told me his answer.


   


  Yume Irido ◆Answer


   


  The sunset sky signaled the arrival of winter.


  I gently rubbed my shoulders. Before I knew it, it’s the season to want to wear more coats. It’s fine wearing thin clothing in the day, but it was a little unbearable to be wearing autumn clothing at night. Of course, having been forced to wear gal clothing as a prank by the other girls, Higashira-san and I had changed back as it was too cold out there..


  “Aisa’s late…”


  The president muttered as she stared at her phone.


  We were all notified of the gathering time on LINE. 4.30pm, in front of the Kirin statue. WE acted properly as members of the student council should and gathered on time, and the girls naturally stopped as they looked over at the Gas Light street where Asou-senpai probably would arrive from Gas Light Street.


  The orange gas street lamps were evenly spaced on the walkway, giving a Christmas season-like mood, and there were many couples walking. We were waiting for Asou-senpai to walk alongside Hoshibe-senpai among the crowd.


  It should be over by now.


  I hadn’t heard of the plan, but we were supposed to regroup at this time. That’s why—Asou-senpai should be done with her confession by now.


  It’s almost 5pm.


  She’s 30 minutes late but we continued to wait without complaining.


  “—Ah!”


  President blurted softly.


  A tad later, I found her too. There was someone a head taller than the crowd.


  Hoshibe-senpai!


  Next to him was—Asou-senpai, who was dressed in the date outfit we chose for her in the morning.


  “…Phew.”


  President showed a smile and heaved a sigh of relief.


  I too felt relieved. Both of them walked together under the gas lamps, and there wasn’t any awkwardness between them. They were walking close enough to touch arms, and nothing seemed off about them even as compared to the couples surrounding them.


  “Senpai!”


  We waved at them and welcomed them back.


  Hoshibe-senpai took one look at us, and silently walked towards Mizuto and the boys.


  …Eh?


  Something’s wrong…and I finally noticed.


  “Senpai—”


  I looked at Asou-senpai’s face.


  Senpai looked at all of us.


  And suddenly…she smiled.


  “Thanks everyone. “


  It was a crying face taking shape as a smile.


  No words were necessary, and the final answer was conveyed through that expression.
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Chapter 5: Show Me Your True Self


  Yume Irido ◆Love becomes a curse in a single sentence


   


  “Fueeehhh~~~~~!”


  Asou-senpai bawled.


  And at the same time, she was rubbing Asuhain-san’s breasts in the bath.


  “I got rejected~! Fuii, hic, whyyyy~!”


  “What happened?” Once I asked, Asou-senpai let out her tears so openly that I couldn’t even retort. Asuhain-san, who was being rubbed, probably took pity on her too as she let herself remain in Asou-senpai’s arms, “Hii” “Nnn” she even made such ticklish noises.


  “I thought it could work for sure~! Senpai’s an idiot~~~~!”


  Even so, Asou-senpai managed to hold in her tears over this return trip that wasn’t exactly short. It seemed that she really didn’t want Hoshibe-senpai to see her crying as compared to anyone else.


  But she ended up like this once she basically escaped into the girls bath..


  It’s been a long time since I had seen someone cry so hard—looking at her, I really felt that Isana Higashira was something else herself..


  A broken heart was basically something that would hurt other people’s heart so empathically..


  The more serious it was, the deeper the wound…that everyday life till yesterday suddenly seemed so distant.


  My breakup took a lot longer to prepare for than senpai, and it’s not something to be proud of…but the crying face of the usually reliable senpai (who’s rubbing someone else’s boobs) was painfully heartbreaking,….


  “It’s strange…”


  President said, looking a little sad as she narrowed her eyes.


  “You two were already on such good terms, but he says he doesn’t intend to have a girlfriend. A man’s heart truly is a complicated enigma. What is he displeased about Aisa?”


  “I don’t know~! Hii, fu…I-I told him, to be, my boyfriend…and then he just, ‘Sorry. I can’t be your boyfriend’…ueehhhh~!!!”


  “Hyah! W-wait senpai, don’t yank it…ahnnn!”


  Asou-senpai’s hands squeezed Asuhain-san’s boobs harder. It seemed the only thing that could console Asou-senpai’s heart was the feeling of her favorite kouhai’s boobs.


  President frowned a little unhappily.


  “He can’t be your boyfriend? Goodness, that Hoshibe-senpai, if he never intended from the beginning, he should have been more forthright about it.”


  “If anything, Asou-senpai’s usually mischievous attitude was …”


  “That’s so lame~!! M-My little devil attitude until now~!”


  Indeed, it’s humiliating enough to give me the urge to cover my face. I probably wouldn’t be able to face Hoshibe-senpai properly again if it was me…


  President waded through the hot water, and gently hugged Asou-senpai’s shoulders.


  ‘You’ll get dehydrated if you cry so much. I’ll hear your complaints, so stop crying for now.”


  “Ueh…hic…”


  “—Nnn! Nia! O-oy Why are you rubbing mine too? “


  I gave a wry look at Asou-senpai, who had blooming boobs in both hands. I would probably end up as her prey if I approached her at this moment.


  “…I feel like I heard something like that before…”


  Then, next to me, Higashira-san, murmured something profound.


  “Like there’s no hope, like it’s unbelievable…it does feel very embarrassing to think there’s a chance…


  “Higashira-san…”


  Higashira-san, who looked so unconcerned the day after she was rejected, probably cried like this on that day after all.


  I really couldn’t console my friend like the President’s doing. After all, it was undoubtedly my fault that Higashira-san was rejected. …


  “…I’m sorry for nudging you irresponsibly.”


  “It’s okay, At this point, it’s my fault for thinking it can work out after hearing that…I couldn’t understand at all until I confessed. That’s why I was so scared …”


  I confessed, and I succeeded.


  Higashira-san and Asou-senpai both failed.


  What differentiates us? Could I be certain that the next time would succeed?


  I didn’t know. I was scared because I didn’t know…


  And since I was scared, I couldn’t help but think that I should never confess, ever…


  “Fueehh…uuu. I can’t do this, even if…senpai says so, I can’t stop loving him…!”


  She knew it’s hopeless, but she couldn’t give up her affection for him. When someone was basically cursed like this, how much could they endure?


  Especially those living under the roof.


  I might be hated after all—like when we became stepsiblings.


  …Ahh goodness.


  It’s just an imagination. It’s just an assumption.


  I already envy Higashira-san. I felt an unknown fear about her, knowing that she’s able to go back to the relationship pre-confession as though nothing happened.


  Asou-senpai continued to cry, and all we could only do was to offer words of consolation.


  Akatsuki-san was the only one looking at us with a distraught face.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Boy and girl


   


  “Asou-senpai got rejected.”


  I couldn’t believe my eyes when I received this LINe message from Akatsuki.


  Asou-senpai was rejected? …by Hoshibe-san?


  “Seriously?” I confirmed, “Seriously. Everyone’s consoling her now.” Thus came the reply. It seemed to be the case. While Akatsuki was a woman with some loose screws, she wouldn’t make such a lie.


  I looked up from my phone and at the room.


  “Woah! Oy, you’re pretty good, Haba!”


  “I’ve been training online.”


  “Bwoah! Oy oy, stop it stop it, don’t go beyond the ledge!”


  Hoshibe-san was playing against Haba-senpai, using the game I brought along. He didn’t appear to be any different from before. I wouldn’t have noticed that he had just rejected a girl if Akatsuki hadn’t informed me. It didn’t seem that Haba-senpai, who’s playing the game, or Irido, who’s facing the wall while reading a book, noticed.


  Wasn’t it a big deal to Hoshibe-san? No no no, it’s not like he got confessed to by an unfamiliar stranger. That’s the kouhai who had been hanging out with him for more than a year, right? I don’t think he’s so cold-blooded to not feel anything after rejecting a girl…


  “Can you come out for a while?”


  So I thought, and Akatsuki continued to send messages.


  My hobby—no, that’s not it. I wanted to see other people’s happiness in love, so naturally, I wouldn’t like it when someone just got rejected. Anyway, I didn’t think Akatsuki would tell me everything, but it’s a lot better than just staying in the room without knowing anything.


  “I’ll be buying drinks.”


  “Oh.”


  After hearing Hoshibe-san’s brief reply, I left the boys’ room.


  I went down the hallway, arrived at the stairs leading downstairs, and found Akatsuki waiting there. Once she saw my face, “Let’s go downstairs” , she went down. I followed her silently.


  We went onto the hallway far from the frontdesk and the salon where the visitors were gathered, and Akatsuki leaned her back against the wall. She was staring at the Japanese-sty;e garden In the darkness, but she’s probably looking at something else.


  I too leaned my back against the wall next to Akatsuki and stared at the same scene..


  After some silence, Akatsuki spoke up,


  “Asou-senpai cried a lot.”


  “…Is that so?”


  “She’s usually so cheerful…well, the way she cried was kind of funny.”


  Fufu, Akatsuki laughed, but she seemingly lost strength thereafter..


  “…You’re not asking how she got rejected?”


  “What can I do even if I ask now? I just met her for the first time yesterday.”


  “I guess…well, I don’t know the reason either. Really, even Irido-kun too, there’s a bunch of weird guys…the girls I supported all got rejected.”


  I wasn’t involved, but Higashira once confessed to Irido though. She was completely nudged to do so. Irido managed to overcome the ploy of this girl here by dumping Higashira…but she probably felt responsible for that too, huh.


  “Am I some unlucky star? All the girls around me got dumped, and I can’t fall in love. I feel depressed…”


  “Don’t mention any superstition here. It got nothing to do with you, right?


  “Yes, I know…but I just can’t help but think of it when I see senpai crying…will the girls who like you end up crying too…or something?”


  “…………”


  As long as I had this constitution, I couldn’t accept any confession from anyone.


  Furthermore, I might end up vomiting on the spot. This might be the worst possible rejection.


  And she assumed—it was her fault.


  If that’s what you though.You think it’s your fault, don’t you?


  “It’s one thing if it ends after you lashed out at me. Others won’t understand though. The girls get rejected by you because of me. You’re probably rather popular yourself, and there will be such girls showing up. You’ll be causing so many girls to cry. As for me—for me..”


  Akatsuki said hopefully.


  “I don’t want you to be such a horrible person.”


  So that’s why she wanted to cure me?


  She’s going to cure this constitution by hook or by crook, for the sake of those unfamiliar strangers that might not appear, huh?


  “…I…”


  “Hang out with me for a while.”


  Akatsuki grabbed my arm without saying anything else.


  “There’s somewhere I want to go…do you know of that semi-mixed open air bath? “


   


  Just looking at the changing rooms, it so happened that there wasn’t anyone else there.


  It was a strange hot spring, with the bath right before us like a long, narrow passageway.


  We walked through the bath, making splashes as we went deep in, and the water got deeper. We arrived at the muddy brown hot water that could cover our bodies, and over here the long, narrow passageway finally ended, and I could see outside.


  It’s an open-air bath, but in fact, it’s half open-air, with a horizontal window for one to look outside. More concerning was another bathtub on the other side. The hot water and a stone wall that’s about the same height divided this bath in half..


  “Ah, you’re here.”


  There was Akatsuki.


  Her arms were already on the stone wall as she sized me up with a calm look. The brown hot water wasn’t transparent at all, and her body was completely hidden beneath the water.


  The other side was linked to the women’s bath, and both baths meet here. The muddy water completely covered the body though. It seemed this was what she meant by a mixed bath.


  “Hehe…we’re fully naked, but we can’t see each other. It feels weird.”


  “…I guess.”


  The men’s side was the same as the women’s, and nobody else was around. Maybe we’re either early or late, but it seemed the rest of the time would be quite a fantasy.


  “Oy, stop looking. There’s no other woman around.”


  Akatsuki said with a condescending look.


  “I can’t see anything anyway.”


  “Shut up. You say that, but you’re still curious, right?”


  “Seriously, wouldn’t anyone have a typical dirty mind? It’s really unreasonable that I end up nauseous whenever someone likes me.”


  Whose fault do you think it is—I didn’t say that though.


  She was most familiar as to whose fault it was .


  Akatsuki rested her cheek on the stone wall, seemingly teasing.


  “When was the last time we had a mixed bath together? …Ah yeah, we did before, right? Back at home. “


  “That’s just you barging in. The last time we agreed to bath together was—- “


  Ever since we dated.


  I stopped my thoughts before I could recollect any further. Any more, and I would lose my composure.


  “…Back then—during elementary school. We bathed together like it’s natural.”


  “That’s how it is when we’re kids. We used to think it’s normal..”


  “What grade were we in when that happened? The time when you asked ‘where do girls pee from’—”


  “Stop! Don’t dig up my black history!”


  “Ahaha! I was shocked to tears, and then you got scolded by your parents!”


  That was when we didn’t know anything. The difference between men and women, what love was, and even how we turned out like this—


  “When was the time when we wanted to bathe together. Didn’t you touch my tits?”


  “Don’t slander me. There wasn’t any chance anyway. We just grew up, and somehow stopped bathing together—”


  Somehow. Everything, just somehow.


  Somehow, we didn’t bathe together; somehow, we stopped going to school together; somehow, we stopped talking to each other in class; and somehow—we ended up as lovers.


  I didn’t have the resolve or a sense of responsibility. That’s what middle school kids were, whenever a girl approached, guys would end up with intelligence beneath apes. And whenever it’s not what they assumed, they start complaining.


  Till this day, I still continue to receive the repercussions from back then.


  “—Hey, are you excited?”


  Akatsuki gave a mischievous smirk as she said,


  “You’re in a mixed bath with a high school girl that’s me…let me hear your thoughts, Kawanami.”


  “…Are you stupid?”


  I sneered.


  “Didn’t you just look back a few times? At this point, I ain’t getting excited just because I’m in a bath with you— “


  I’m not as foolish as I was back then.


  Not about men and women, love, resolve, regrets, or breakups.


  The memories I was always reminded of remained in my heart.


  Love’s not something to be done, but to be seen.


  My answer—would never change.


  “…Hmph.”


  Akatsuki’s response felt like there’s some meaning to it.


  Once I sensed that something was amiss, she had already left the stone wall splitting the men and women’s bath, and with splashing sounds, she arrived at the large horizontal window where we could look outside.


  And then, she put her hand on the window and the edge of the stone bath.


  “Alrighty.”


  Splash.


  Water splashed everywhere.


  Amidst the muddy brown water, the white back, waist, ass appeared from the water—


  Before my stunned eyes, Akatsuki turned her body toward me.


  She’s completely naked.


  She sat on the edge of the bath, leaning on the darkness of the long window, showing her moist, glittering body before me.


  With a smile on her face.


  Tilting her head lightly, Akatsuki asked once again,


  “‘Are you really…not excited?’


  The petite physique hardly changed since middle school.


  But her body, hidden under her clothes, had grown well. The curves of the hips and ass, and the lumps that didn’t appear to be there were somewhat present—the feminine curves were more obvious than before.


  Even that childish looking back, that innocent face, looked so alluring.


  At least—that’s what I felt.


  “…Why …?”


  I moaned, feeling the rashes and nausea rising up.


  “Why…are you going this far…?”


  Was it a question? Was I begging?


  With an intelligence beneath that of a burning monkey, I could no longer ask myself.


  “I think I’m fine with how everything is now…even if we repair our relationship…like before, and end up back as childhood friends…I don’t think it’s a bad thing, right…!””


  Even I felt it sounded like crying.


  To me, I sounded like a kid crying.


  “”So why—are we just wasting everything!”


  It’s over.


  The comfortable time was over.


  That thought made me sad, angry, and my head was in a mess.


  Akatsuki looked a little sad as she looked down.


  “…Is it a waste?”


  “Yeah. Isn’t it obvious…if you do that—”


  If you show all that.


  “—I can only look at you as a woman!”


  Deep inside my head, something cracked like sparks. It erased my thoughts instead, overriding the thing called sanity, and dyed it with an animalistic instinct.


  No! Stop it! Seriously stop! Let’s not go back to how it was before! It’s disgusting, disgusting, disgusting disgusting disgusting! Couldn’t I think it’s a wonderful thing? Men, women, everyone, couldn’t they think it’s wonderful? Couldn’t I think it’s a precious and cute and beautiful thing!?


  Like—my childhood days.


  “I’m sorry, Kokkun.”


  It was merciless.


  “But it makes me…really super to hear you say that.”


  The moment I saw her bashful smile, I covered my mouth shut.


  I couldn’t say anything else. I couldn’t even look up. With splashes echoing, I walked back to where I came from, through the hot spring that’s difficult to walk through.


  “… Dammit….”


  Still, it didn’t go away.


  Acchan’s naked body was seared into my head.


  “…Damnit, damnit, dammit…!”


  My brain juices beat hard like it’s the heart.


  My throat was extremely parched, and I couldn’t catch my breath.


  If only it hadn’t been like this.


  If only we could remain as kids forever.


  If only we could remain as childhood friends, nothing about being man and woman.


  And yet—it wouldn’t go away. It just wouldn’t. There’s no sense that it’d fade away.


  The faintly red skin, the tips on the lumps on her flat mounds, and the place I could see between those firm thighs…


  “—Dammmiiitttt…!!!”


  I remembered. I couldn’t help but remember.


  That fact proved that we could no longer go back to the good old days.


   


  Yume Irido ◆True Declaration


   


  I stared at Asou-senpai, who’s sleeping peacefully under the futon.


  “…She’s worn out from crying.”


  “She complained, yelled, ate and slept…just like a kid.”


  Asuhain-san was a little taken aback as she said so. It’s true that senpai’s sleeping face was so innocent, she looked like she’s younger than us.


  “”No, she’s a baby. She’s obsessed with breasts.”


  “And she even wailed away …”


  “…People really can become like this thanks to love.”


  I stared intently at Asuhain-san who muttered so.


  “Is it unbelievable?”


  ‘Yes…I’ll remember this as the time I saw someone kick up such a fuss.”


  “Well, I don’t think there are many who are as noisy as Asou-senpai…”


  I gave a wry smile. After getting out of the bath, senpai literally gobbled down her lunch..


  “But…surprisingly, I’m also…a little bit, angry.”


  “Angry?


  “At Hoshibe-senpai…was there a reason why he had to reject Asou-senpai and cause her to cry so much?”


  “…Is that so?”


  President too showed such an attitude, I guess it’s expected of her to think this way, especially since she’s close to Asou-senpai.


  For me…well, I was the one who caused someone to be rejected. I couldn’t help but think that Hoshibe-senpai must have some reason for that.


  “It’s weird…”


  As we looked down at Asou-senpai who was sleeping soundly like a child, Asuhain-san said,


  “I don’t think love matters anyway…but after I see someone just cry so much, I feel a little moved. It’s like when I put in utmost effort for my studies—did she put in utmost effort for her love?”


  “Y…Yes. I get that. When I see someone work hard—someone who really shows her serious self, I really have the urge to give her a helping hand.”


  “Serious…”


  Asuhain-san mumbled in seemingly confirmation


  “And how serious…was Hoshibe-senpai anyway?”


  “Eh?”


  “I feel that…I’ve never seen Hoshibe-senpai actually be serious about anything. He already made it as the student council president, so there’s no doubt he’s very talented—”


  “That’s…”


  I knew about Hoshibe-senpai’s shoulder.


  I didn’t know the details, but it’s likely that due to a certain injury…he had to give up on a certain thing.


  “’Why’…that’s what Asou-senpai kept saying.”


  Like a mother, Asuhain-san stroked senpai’s cheek, the latter being the reason why she joined the student council.


  “Did he ever say why? He couldn’t say—why? Even when Asou-senpai was so serious?”


  Why, why, why.


  Asou-senpai kept repeating the word deliriously.


  ‘I can’t be your boyfriend’. That’s what he said to her. However, he didn’t explain as to why he couldn’t be her boyfriend..


  If Hoshibe-senpai wouldn’t explain to Asou-senpai, the one person involved—


  “—…I might be a little angry too.”


  If Mizuto had explained less than he did when he rejected Higashira-san—I would begrudge him even though that reason was myself..


  To like someone on my own will, to confess to someone on my own will. He might wonder what she was saying, or maybe not. It’s not wrong to take up that bit of responsibility, right. Couldn’t he have ended the feelings that she took for granted up till now—and do something about it?


  Was it wrong to respond to her true feelings?


  “Both of you.”


  President Kurenai suddenly called out to us.


  “A word beforehand, don’t do anything to corner Hoshibe-senpai. It’ll just add onto Aisa’s shame.”


  “Well…we know that though.”


  Ultimately, it’s just a matter between Aisa and Hoshibe-senpai. It’s wrong for us to get directly involved as outsiders.


  President was right. As the one who knew Asou-senpai for the longest time here, she’s definitely the most angry. Our president remained very calm though.


  But, then, what should—


  “—…if it’s their own problem, why can’t they just talk it out?”


  The one who suddenly said so softly wasn’t me, Asuhain-san, or the president.


  It was Higashira-san.


  “Since he rejected her confession, it should be fine now…good thing is that the trip ends tomorrow, so isn’t this fine? “


  Uehehe, Higashira-san smiled bashfully as she said so.


  “Just speaking from experience, but I think a confession gets much easier the second time around.”


  Higashira-san should be the least relevant here, but her words were the most convincing.


  …Seriously, I couldn’t beat her..


  It felt like a long time ago that I was giving advice as the experienced one.


  “…I see. Kuku…so that’s how it is. “


  President shook her shoulders in bemusement.


  “Well, there’s no reason to give up after just once. Aisa’s usually hated and never gave up…hahaha! It’s as you say indeed!”


  President burst out laughing as though it was really funny.


  Asuhain-san gave President a puzzled look, looked over at Higashira-san, and then at me.


  “Erm…is it okay?”


  ‘Well…nothing wrong with that, right?’


  Just as a stubborn guy might get hated, a stubborn woman might get hated..


  In Asou-senpai’s case…she’s usually hated anyway..


  “Alright…now that we have decided, let’s begin a strategy meeting while we’re at it.”


  With that, President Kurenai plopped onto the futon with her legs crossed.


  “Tomorrow—at Mount Rokkō, Aisa will confess once again. And then we’ll get that fool of a lazy scoundrel to say what he’s really thinking.”


  “You’re more upset than I thought, president…”


  And so the night continued on in the girls’ room.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆Last day scenario


   


  It was the next morning, the third—and final day of the trip.


  After checking out of the inn, we sent our luggage back home beforehand, and walked to our destination, the station.


  The station—yes, but not a train station.


  It was a cable car station.


  There’s a ropeway linking directly from Arima hot springs to the peak of Mount Rokkō. We would take the cable car up to sightsee, descend from another station, and take the train back to Kyoto from the closest station. This would be today’s itinerary.


  “Actually, I really wanted to visit the ruins of Takeda Castle. That’s too far from here though, and we need to walk dozens of minutes up the mountain, so since we have everyone here, let’s not do that..


  Having said that, it was the plan of Kurenai-san, the organizer of the event.


  She continued, ‘Shall we go together the next time, just the two of us?’, and I answered her ‘If I have to carry the luggage’—there would be a bigger ruckus if I rejected her outright..


  Looking down from the air, Mount Rokkō in autumn looks like it’s dressed in a fiery red. The experience of seemingly walking through a forest bonfire made the trip worth the trouble.


  Usually, Asou-san would be clinging onto Hoshibe-senpai and making noise.


  The reality however was that both of them were looking down at the mountain beneath through separate windows. Asou-san wasn’t making noise, and just flatly responded to Irido-san and Minami-san.


  Even if it wasn’t me, it’s obvious..


  Asou-san’s plan was that this was supposed to be their first date as a couple. Thus, the prettier the scenery, the other possible scenario that remained in her mind rendered her unable to enjoy it at all.


  And on another side—I noticed another couple.


  There’s Kawanami-kun who was talking to Hoshibe-senpai and Minami-san who was talking to Asou-san.


  It seemed these two hadn’t had a proper conversation since morning—or rather, it’s like Kawanami-kun was the one avoiding Minami-san.


  “…………”


  I stifled a sigh.


  I didn’t think this would be a simple trip, but this was beyond expectation.


  Men and women really wouldn’t get along well when they’re forced to work together.


   


  Yume Irido ◆This shouldn’t be what you want to touch


   


  Mofumofumofumofu.


  Asou-senpai stared intently at the soft fluffy sheep’s wool.


  We took the ropeway to the Mount Rokkō peak station, and first walked around the exotic area, the souvenir shops, and the terrace with a beautiful view.


  I bought some souvenirs for Sakamizu-san and the others, along with my parents, and while it was a bountiful harvest, Asou-senpai remained listless…


  We left the terrace overlooking Kobe, when Asou-senpai suddenly said,


  “I want to go to the ranch.”


  There’s a ranch at Mount Rokkō. It’s a short 20-minute bus ride away from the nearby bus stop. The ranch had been developed like a theme park, and had fences surrounding the pastures, where sheep, goats and dairy cows roamed freely.


  I heard of this before. When someone’s in despair, the natural instinct would be to seek solace in animals.


  Asou-senpai spotted a sheep strutting around, and was drawn to it, ruffling its wool endlessly..


  ‘Fufufu…you’re so soft…unlike this skinny me…”


  She’s supposed to be healed, but there’s a suspicious giggle coming from Asou-senpai’s mouth.


  She didn’t stop at sheep.


  She found a Holstein and crouched down next to it.


  “Fufu…you really have big tits, huh…would it be better if I’m like you…?”


  She spotted a cute rabbit and squinted her eyes at it.


  “Fufufu…if only I’m as cute as you…”


  I had enough.


  Was a combination of animals and a high school girl so heartbreaking?


  Fufufufufu, Asou-senpai giggled as she petted the round Angora rabbit.


  “Ahh…so soft…so warm…I feel like having a pet…maybe I should ask mom if I can raise a kitten or something…”


  “””DON’T DO IT!!”””


  I heard of this before too! People wouldn’t think of marrying if they started raising pets!


  Asou-senpai ignored the simultaneous retorts of me, Akatsuki-san and the President as she just laughed weirdly, petting the rabbit. She’s seriously ill, for real…


  “…Aisa.”


  President put her hand on Asou-senpai’s shoulder as though she’s announcing the decision to restructure a company.


  “We’ve discussed and decided on something. Do you mind?”


  “Fueh? What…?”


  “After this, we’ll return to the station and have lunch, and then we’ll take the cable car down the mountain before returning to Kyoto. We’ll be adding one more thing to our schedule.”


  If we interrupted her at the wrong moment, she’d definitely pout.


  What we outsiders prepared for her was some time…


  “There’s a little tower near the garden terrace where we just strolled. It’s a lookout post for viewing the mountaintop scene. It’s not very large, and can’t really hold many people. “


  “Eh? Erm…what do you mean?”


  “Go there with Hoshibe-senpai.”


  “…Eh?”


  Asou-senpai blurted, and her eyes shrunk to dots.


  “I’ll figure out how to deal with Hoshibe-senpai, so just go to that tower. Go there and ask what you want to ask.”


  “A-Ask what I want to ask…I got dumped though!?”


  The loud voice sent the rabbits running.


  “I can’t look at him in the face again…I don’t know what to say to him…and now you’re asking what I want to ask…!”


  “You kept saying ‘why’ over and over again, didn’t you?”


  It was Asuhain-san who questioned this time.


  “Don’t you want to know? You can’t be his girlfriend—but you want to know what Hoshibe-senpai is thinking, right? “


  “Th-tha-that’s……………”


  Even if they couldn’t be lovers.


  He could at least say what he was thinking—and give that much as a parting gift, right?


  “There’s no need to be frightened now, Aisa Asou.”


  President grabbed Asou-senpai’s shoulder firmly.


  “If he hated you just this much, you would have been hated a long time ago, right? “


  “… That’s right…”


  “The guy you fell in love with isn’t some pathetic guy who wouldn’t give a reason for his rejection, right?”


  “……He’s not……!”


  “Well, even if that’s an incorrect guess on your part, and ours.”


  President giggled, smiling as she always did..


  “We’ll clear your corpse. You can touch Ran-kun’s breasts however you want.”


  “Eh!? President?”


  We laughed out loud.


  Yes, that’s right. A rejected love wouldn’t kill anyone.


  It’s possible for a smile to bloom after rejection..


  “……Guhhh……!”


  Tears welled up in Asou-senpai’s eyes.


  “Ca-can I…? Can I continue to struggle …?”


  “Are you a fool? Didn’t I already say so.”


  President lightly poked Asou-senpai on the forehead.


  “No one allowed you to pester him in the first place.”


  Thus, there’s no need to worry. There’s no need to be scared.


  That courage—had always been in senpai to begin with.


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Respect


   


  “Ha…”


  The mountain air was so clean and fresh, but my breath was so heavy.


  Walking next to me was Irido, glancing over…and continuing on wordlessly..


  “Oy, say something already, Irido-kun?”


  “What can I say?”


  “You noticed, didn’t you? My sadness!? Can’t you show me some concern as a friend!?”


  “Nothing much to say.”


  “You’re so cruel!”


  This guy really didn’t have the concept of friendship in mind. And to think he’s so overprotective of Higashira.


  Well, even if he’s the one talking to me, I didn’t have anything to talk about either.


  At best, he would say something like ‘it’s nothing’. If this inscrutable guy were to say so, I would be infuriated. He might even say something like ‘don’t give me that attitude’..


  Well, it’s not something that could be discussed.


  I hated myself for treating my childhood friend as a woman—and such, and I didn’t think I could garner any sympathy from him no matter how I talked about this. If I talked about yesterday’s episode at the hot spring, he probably wouldn’t think of it as anything other than flirting. Well, if it’s just a symbolic sympathy, I might not be able to remain calm either..


  Irido probably didn’t say anything to me because she considered so—yep, let’s think of it as that.


  …Come to think of it, I never discussed my troubles to anyone.


  I did hear out other people’s troubles, but not the reverse—did I seal my heart or something? Did I draw a line away from others while acting friendly?


  That Akatsuki might be similar in this regard.


  I couldn’t imagine her actually voicing out her troubles with anyone. In fact, she probably never mentioned anything about my constitution.


  We’re more like siblings than childhood friends.


  Having thought so, I felt that my feelings were to be expected. If anyone was to discover that he has feelings for his older or younger sister, obviously there would be self-loathing.


  But there’s one thing that made us different from siblings.


  There was a time when I was undoubtedly horny about her.


  And there was also a time when I acted distant and blamed her for everything.


  “…Senpai, can I say something?”


  Hoshibe-san, who’s slightly far away, was approached by the student council president..


  She’s supposed to be with the girls, so why was she alone? What happened?


  I felt incredulous, but the next line solved my doubts.


  “I have a message for you from Aisa.”


  Ahh…I see.


  Asou-senpai isn’t giving up, huh?


  “I’ll be waiting for you at the ‘observatory’. Make sure you come by’—and that’s all.”


  Make sure.


  How much resolve did she have to add that one line?


  I probably would be carried away to guess a woman’s heart, but this is not a line that could be said so easily. If possible, if you’re fine, if you’re free—like, I could imagine so many defenses set up like this. There were plenty of ways to ensure that nothing wrong would happen.


  That’s the easiest way.


  Anyway, let’s get it over with for now. Let’s take some time to cool off. First, to overcome the large wall-like task before her, and then to dart through it afterwards.


  It should be possible. Tomorrow, two days later, at school, just chat like normal. That almost would allow them to revert back to how it was before the confession, on the surface at least. There’s no option more sweet and tempting than this for Asou-senpai.


  But that person just kicked the handicaps.


  She chose—to face the wall upright.


  Last night…all I could do was run away.


  —Love’s not something to be done.


  Everything’s just so painful, so frustrating. I felt restless, teased, and hated myself. I couldn’t do anything well. Just looking on was way more fun than actually doing it..


   


  That’s why.


  Those people who decided to tackle this head on—were worthy of respect.


   


  “…Ah.”


  Hoshibe-san looked aside.


  Then he tried to excuse himself.


  “Sorry…but mind if you help me reject Asou? I don’t have anything to say to her— “


  That’s not it.


  That’s not it, right?


  That’s probably not it. It shouldn’t be the case. He’s probably mistaken.


  The line he should have responded with—wasn’t that.


  “President-san.”


  At this point, I stopped being a ROM.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll drag Hoshibe-san along, definitely.”


  And before I knew it, I found myself grabbing Hoshibe-san’s arm from behind,


  “Hey, Kawanami, what are you saying on your own?”


  “Sorry, but I’m the type who can’t accept anything other than a happy end.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hoshibe-san—you should answer serious people with seriousness.”


  Ahh, which mouth’s saying this? It’s so arrogant, shameless, pompous and brazen. I guess that’s what people meant by being absolutely shameless. Something I couldn’t do, I insisted that others do. How many criticisms do I have to give before it hits me back?


  But—


  “—Hoshibe-san, didn’t you say it before? Back in middle school…that her courage to confess was amazing?”


  “……That’s…”


  “Which do you think is more amazing? Confessing without knowing anything about you, or being willing to confess to you while willing to put the current relationship at risk? Which one do you think takes more courage?”


  Yeah. Courage’s necessary.


  10 years.


  We gave up on being childhood friends—and chose to be lovers.


  “If you really think it’s amazing—and you should take her seriously…no matter how many times it takes.”


  Don’t be frightened. Don’t run away. Don’t be satisfied with the status quo.


  “Show us how cool you are—senpai.”


  Seriously, to turn your back on a woman showing her true feelings…was totally uncool..


  President, who had been listening silently, “Fufu” giggled as she looked up at Hoshibe-san..


  “You got to set an example for your kouhais, President.”


  “…I’m no longer the president of.”


  With a low voice, Hoshibe-san “ahh godammit” swore impatiently.


  Then,


  “I just need to go right? I’ll go then”


  He said in frustration.


  “I’m not so useless as to try to run away after being told off this much—shit, why are our kouhais so meddlesome?


  “Didn’t you learn from watching the senpais? “


  Saying that, the President snickered. Hoshibe-san too was rather meddlesome.


  “Hah!” Hoshibe-san let out a loud sigh and looked at us.


  “I guess that’s how it is. I’ll go have a look. Haba, you’re the oldest. Take care of the first years.”


  “Eh? No, president—”


  “All up to you now. And I’m not the president.”


  After insisting so on his side, Hoshibe-san moved his long legs and went towards the bus stop.


  His back looked a little bigger than just moments ago.


  “…Aren’t you just a ROM?”


  Irido said, looking a little bewildered.


  I shrugged.


  “Let’s just say I got possessed.”


  Love’s not something to be done.


  But—I couldn’t help but do so accidentally.


   


  Tōdō Hoshibe ◆True feelings


   


  Creak, creak—there’s shoulder pain.


  It’s my left shoulder. I usually wouldn’t pay attention to it. It’s not my dominant hand anyway, and wasn’t much of a hindrance in my daily life. It just felt like I got a vaccine jab.


  Even then, there were occasions where I felt aching pain.


  That moment definitely would come to mind whenever I did so. The distant basket—that no matter how much I reached out, the hands that I couldn’t touch no matter what—the defeated senpais—I was like Pavlov’s dog, feeling completely, endlessly helpless along with my pain.


  It felt like it was saying, it’s supposed to happen anyway.


  People always had such a thing. If one were to raise an ideal unbefitting of one’s share, the hard work put in would only cause suffering. Such a limit would be surprisingly close as long as it’s not a genius like Kurenai.


  Therefore, we must always conserve strength.


  It’s for the sake of dealing with whatever comes. It’s for the sake of being able to retreat once one notices something’s wrong. Conserve strength, remain calm, and ensure there’s enough to spare..


  Besides—even if one’s serious.


  All that would be felt was a painful retaliation.


  “…Yo.”


  She was waiting for me at the end of a narrow spiral staircase.


  Her long, thin skirt was different from yesterday’s, and it swayed in the wind. The clothes were the same as usual, frilly, as typical of her landmine personality, but not as exaggerated as usual. She’s not wearing any accessories. There also wasn’t any of that usual eagerness to attract attention.


  Asou turned around, pinning her hair down lightly.


  Behind her, the fine streets of Kobe spread like gravel. This would be a beautiful sea of light at night—just like the night view from the Ferris wheel.


  There wasn’t anyone else around, probably because it was daytime. Even if there were, Asou probably would have waited until nobody else was around before continuing. Such resolve was hidden within her emotionless face..


  “…You’ve arrived, senpai.”


  “Well sorta—got threatened by Kurenai and one other guy.”


  Are you going to continue living on as an embarrassment—that’s pretty much the question I was posed..


  I couldn’t answer immediately. At that moment, I would have been admitting that I was an embarrassment.


  …But actually, so what if I was an embarrassment?


  So I thought, but I really wanted to act cool, huh?


  “…Just to say this first.”


  I suppressed my heavy feelings as I spoke up,


  “No matter how many times you confess to me, my answer won’t change.”


  Asou gave a somewhat forlorn smile.


  “It’s fine. I don’t think you’ll change your mind in a single day—but! Not that I think about it, it’s not too different from getting dumped every day, right? “


  “You’ve been treating it like a joke every day, right?”


  “That’s right…but I’m serious this time.”


  Serious…huh?


  “Senpai…no matter how much I harassed you, you always kept me company, right?”


  “You’ll just be more annoying if I didn’t.”


  “Then, in that case, please answer this…why aren’t you willing to date me? Do you really hate to be my boyfriend?”


  Haa, I let out a sigh.


  Kobe was so far down, but the blue autumn sky was so, so far away.


  “Actually…I don’t think I hate it.”


  I couldn’t think of any more excuses.


  “I don’t hate it that you’re annoying. And you being clingy isn’t exactly tiring to me. When I talk to you…well, that’s pretty much how it feels. Of course…there are times when I’m happy.”


  “So…it’s still impossible?”


  “…Impossible? I guess.”


  The moment I said so, I tasted a tinge of bitterness between my teeth.


  “It’s not you. Probably…it’s my own issue. Even if anyone else…like say, someone closer to me than you suddenly confesses to me, I feel that I’ll give the same answer…I can’t date anyone. Not to say that you don’t have the right to—yes, it’s me. I don’t have the ability to do so.


  I couldn’t have a relationship—I didn’t have the ability to do so.


  I didn’t have the ability to be a boyfriend and date someone.


  “That kind of relationship is beyond me. I can’t afford it. Even if I do, I definitely won’t be able to become the boyfriend you think I can be.”


  Like that girl back in middle school.


  You’d definitely feel that I’m different from what you expected.


  “That’s why we can’t date. Because it’s you—that I don’t want to hurt you. To make this clear, this is what I feel.


  I was a little surprised.


  Because of you—really?


  At this moment, I realized this kouhai of mine was unexpectedly a large presence in my heart.


  But that still wouldn’t change my conclusion.


  No matter whom I was facing, I didn’t have the strength to care.


  “………, Wha…”


  “Hmm?”


  Asou probably said something.


  I pricked my eyes while the mountain breeze howled..


  “——-YOU GOTTA BE KIDDING ME———!!!!!”


  —KIDDING ME~ KIDDING ME~ KIDDING ME…~!


  The echo was so shockingly loud that it echoed through away, and I nearly fell off the tower.


  I covered my numb ears, and protested at my kouhai whose shoulders were shaking as she wheezed away..


  “D-Don’t scare me like that …! That’s too dangerous! “


  “I don’t care!! You should have fallen!! Senpai you coward!!”


  Asou charged towards me, and glared up at me at a distance where our toes were almost touching.


  “And I wondered what the reason was! You say it’s because you don’t have the ability to go out  with me? Are you saying you can’t be the boyfriend I want!? Now that’s a bigggg~~ mistake, you virgin!”


  “Haa…!”


  “For me! I don’t want senpai to become my boyfriend! I want my boyfriend! To be you! Senpai!!


  “……Huh?”


  What’s the difference?


  Seeing how puzzled I was, good grief, Asou couldn’t help but sigh.


  “Listen up senpai!? Even if we’re dating, I won’t ask you anything different from before. I’ll do things like I used to do, like say, chatting, play games, cook for you once in a while, stuff I’ve always been doing.”


  “A-Ahh, I see…”


  “I like you during normal moments like this, senpai! You find me annoying, but you always listen to what I have to say, the way you give the ‘uh oh’ look while playing games, and how you always finish up my food even though you don’t comment on it at all! “


  “Oh, ohhh…you actually can say such things without feeling embarrassed…”


  “I’ll go with the no guard strategy now! Who’s willing to act like the little devil now!?”


  So she’s just playing a character after all?


  “Do you understand!? I don’t want ‘the senpai who’ll be my boyfriend’! I want the ‘senpai’ whom I love so much that I’m hopeless!! I want this ‘senpai’ to take the seat of ‘my boyfriend’!! This special seat that’s closer than anyone else!! Looking at me from up close!!”


  …She didn’t want me as the boyfriend…she wanted me to become her boyfriend.


  “That’s …nice.”


  “That’s it?”


  “That’s not enough?”


  “That’s not enough. I want to hear your true feelings, senpai. Your serious—voice.”


  …Serious, voice.


  “Senpai.”


  Asou put her hand on her chest and looked into my eyes.


  “How much do you like me?”


  I too stared back into Asou’s extremely serious eyes.


  That’s all I could do.


  I couldn’t look away, as though I was captured.


  “…Does it have to be assuming that I like you?”


  “You just said that you don’t hate me, right?”


  “It’s not just about liking or disliking someone, right? “


  “But you’re not indifferent towards me, right?”


  “That’s…”


  “Then, you probably have a few things that you like, right? Please tell me about these. Just as I just did..”


  There was no escape.


  I got mountains on both sides, and I couldn’t escape if I couldn’t fly.


  “…Well, you’re surprisingly good at taking care of the kouhais, something like that?”


  “What else?”


  “Ahh…you can cook.”


  “What else?”


  “Y-You got a cute face.”


  “What else!?”


  “Huh? Ermmm…you get serious when you want to do something…”


  Once I eked out this answer, Asou showed a satisfied smile.


  “Four…that’s more than I said, senpai?”


  “Didn’t you force me to!?”


  “But still—you do like some things about me, right? “


  …Ahh, right.


  I hadn’t thought about it before, but—


  “I guess since there are things that you like, there are things that you hate, right? I just need to change them. After all, I’m fully ready—to be colored by my boyfriend, you know?”


  “…Will you become a gal if I say I like them? “


  “Easy peasy.”


  “What if I’m a possessive, restraining bastard?”


  “Then I’ll delete all my contacts except yours, senpai.”


  “What if I’m gay?”


  “I’ll have sex surgery then.”


  That’s definitely a lie—I thought, but at this moment, Asou’s giving off some intimidating aura that I couldn’t reject her.”


  Tilting her little head, Asou asked,


  “Is that still not good enough?”


  When asked, I pondered.


  I pondered over the things I hadn’t thought about until now. The things deeper within me.


  “…No, I guess.”


  The conclusion remained the same.


  “No matter how compatible a woman you try to be, I still can’t handle it. Even if you don’t desire anything—I don’t desire anything of you. “


  What was the desire?


  The body? Approval? Nothing rang a bell.


  If that’s all the desire I had, there’s nothing really different from the current situation, right?


  “What do you want, senpai?”


  What do I want?


  “I don’t know…I didn’t know for a long time ago.”


  “Is that so? I think I vaguely know what it is though.


  Asou walked before me to my side, and leisurely looked at the view from the mountaintop.


  “Back during the arts festival in elementary school, I played the lead role. I felt joy to have people pay attention to me. Since then, I always wanted someone to look at me! That’s the life I wanted. “


  “…That’s a deep-seated issue. Why didn’t you become an actress then?”


  “That’s true. I did think of it before, you know? But,,,I couldn’t take it seriously.”


  Asou giggled as though she’s mocking herself.


  “It’s fun to have others look at me, but I won’t actually tie my life to it. I desire it, but I don’t have the passion or the talent—I was so insignificant that it made me sad. I was just a kid, and I should be free to dream.”


  So, she said,


  Asou looks up at the dust-free sky.


  “I’ve always wanted something—something that others would look at me for, and something I could do seriously without any unnecessary thoughts.”


  Ahh—suddenly, a glimmering memory came to mind.


  The days when I was just going for the ball, just aiming to score hoops.


  “Senpai, I’ll say this many times. I have already found it.”


  Serious—Asou said so many times.


  “Senpai—shouldn’t you muster your courage and show your true feelings too?”


  Blue.


  Blue.


  Blue.


  It’s a clear autumn day devoid of anything else.


  …You’re awesome, Asou.


  You didn’t get dejected. You didn’t give up. You wouldn’t look for excuses. You didn’t try to fool around.


  Straight as a layup, strong as a dunk shot.


  You dragged me out of this place..


  It’s amazing, so amazing.


  So amazing, so amazing.


  And somehow—I’m actually a senpai to someone like you.


  I slowly lifted my left hand.


  From low to forward. From forward to high.


  Creak. I felt a tingle of pain.


  But my left arm movement was unhindered.


  I already knew.


  The pain’s an illusion.


  The memory’s in the past.


  The current me’s not bound by anything—


  —My left hand was reaching into the far, far sky.


  Above the peak, above the tower.


  The sky’s supposed to be close, but I couldn’t reach it at all.


  —Ah, that’s right.


  Compared to this sky, the basketball rim’s really up close.


  “…Haha.”


  The phantom pain was gone.


  It was so close…yet so far away.


  “Senpai?”


  I hear Asou’s incredulous voice.


  I clenched my left fist, seemingly grabbing this voice.


  “I can’t show …any more of this embarrassing tside to me.”


  I lower my clenched fist to my chest and open it.


  Of course, there was nothing.


  There was nothing, but it felt like I grabbed something.


  “Asou…thank you.”


  “Eh?”


  “Thanks to you, I think I woke up.”


  The thing I wanted to grab was immediately obvious.


  I grabbed Asou by the shoulders, and hugged her forcibly.


  “Hyaa…ahh!? “


  “Didn’t you want me to show my true feelings? “


  I felt Asou’s slender, soft, warm body as I whispered into her ear.


  “Make sure you hear this well so that it doesn’t escape into the wind…I kinda like you.”


  “Eh!? Ehhh!?”


  After trying it, I understood.


  It wasn’t because I was saved by that moment.


  I felt that she’s dangerous. But at the same time, I felt that she’s really strong.


  And then I felt a sense of admiration. But at the same time, I felt like I was looking at myself.


  And before I knew it—I found myself staring at her alone.


  That’s why, yes.


  Maybe the answer was obvious to begin with.


  “I too—will only look at you for the rest of my life.”


  A lifetime is too heavy.


  I didn’t have the energy. I didn’t have the ability. I didn’t have the room for more.


  Still, I wanted to say it, so I did.


  I was too invested that I didn’t have any other unnecessary thoughts


  “…Hii…?”


  Asou widened her eyes, her mouth agape as she looked up at me.


  “J-just now! “


  “What? Can’t you be any happier? Didn’t you just overcome a 3-1 lead? “


  I too repeated myself without trying to pull a fast one.


  “I want to be your boyfriend. So, be my girlfriend.”


  Asou’s body quivered.


  “────Hiiyaaaaaa～～～～～～!!!!”


  Ahhhhh~! Ahhhhh~!!! Ya~!!!…──!!!


  The echoes faded into the sky.


   


  Yume Irido ◆Your true feelings have to be expressed through action


   


  A weird echo came from the tower, and a few minutes later, the senpais came down.


  For some reason, Asou-senpai was leaning onto Hoshibe-senpai’s shoulders, walking unsteadily.


  “Wh-what’s wrong, senpai?”


  I asked, wondering if Asou-senpai got injured, and she grabbed onto Hoshibe-senpai’s shoulder, saying.


  “I-I sprained my waist…”


  “Eh…? H-how …?”


  “It’s said that’s what happens when people get shocked.


  Kukuku, Hoshibe-senpai giggled. His expression was softer than before, or somehow—more compassionate towards Asou-senpai than before.


  This was… no way!


  “Aisa…did you…”


  President Kurenai asked tentatively, and Asou-senpai grinned..


  “Ehe. Ehehe. Eheheheheee~~~”


  “Stop giving such a creepy laugh and speak up already.”


  “Not that I can help it~ Do you really want to hear it~ Then I don’t have a choice then~ Mm-hm.”


  Asou-senpai finally stood firmly on her two feet, grabbed Hoshibe-senpai’s left hand firmly, and raised it high like a referee.


  “I present to you! Aisa Asou’s boyfriend, Tōdō Hoshibe-senpai!


  “What kind of introduction is this?”


  Hoshibe-senpai looked a little dumbfounded as he said so, but he didn’t deny it.


  It was a reverse victory.


  On this day, during the last few minutes, the last chance she had on this day, Asou-senpai managed to woo the one she liked.


  —And at the same time.


  President Kurenai and I were amazed at the scene before us.


  “…President Hoshibe…”


  “Is…your shoulder okay?”


  Asou-senpai had lifted Hoshibe-senpai’s left shoulder above his head, but he acted nonchalant.


  Huh…? Was it the other shoulder?


  “Ahh, this?”


  Hoshibe-senpai looked at his left shoulder,


  “Well, this and that happened. So well, that’s that.”


  “Eh? What now, senpai? Your shoulder?”


  Asou-senpai gave an incredulous face. Her reaction left us all the more shocked.


  “Wait a minute, Aisa—you didn’t know about senpai’s shoulder?


  “Eh? Eh? What? I really didn’t know.”


  “Hoshibe-senpai couldn’t lift his shoulder because of an injury!”


  I said, “Eh!?” Asou-senpai’s eyes widened, and she hastily let go of Hoshibe-senpai’s hand.


  “Y-You’re kidding, right? Is that so!? The pain just now—eh!? But that…”


  “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”


  Hoshibe-senpai looked straight into Asou-senpai’s eyes and gently touched his left shoulder.


  “This—got cured by you.”


  ‘Eh…? Ehhh…?”


  He grabbed Asou-senpai’s hand while she looked confused, and walked off while leading the way.


  “It’s time for lunch soon. I’m hungry.”


  “Ah, yes! Now that you mention it, I… “


  “I, as in atashi? Oy little devil character, you’re not calling yourself ‘Aisa’ in third person now?”


  “Yeah Aisa. “


  “Hyeaah!? Do-don’t call me that out of a sudden~…?”


  We watched the couple from as they walked down the street, flirting away openly.


  Asou-senpai was the only one—who didn’t know.


  Was that—


  “—He didn’t want to show weakness to the girl he likes, did he?”


  President mumbled, and I giggled.


  Don’t you look good together, senpais?


   


  Kogure Kawanami ◆Courage


   


  …Oh, you showed me.


  You showed me, senpai.


  Then, since the flame’s ignited—the kouhais had to fight as well, right?


  “—Yo.”


  I was sitting on the stairs when she lightly waved at me..


  “What are you doing alone in a place like this?”


  With light steps, Akatsuki skipped up the short arched staircase that was like an open-air theater.


  Yeah, I’ve been the one running away the entire time.


  Whether it was the hot spring yesterday, or our breakup at the ward room, or even when I had a stomach ulcer, I could say it’s all because I didn’t explain the reason properly.


  “You saw everything, didn’t you? See, you can see the rooftop from here, right?”


  Now that she mentioned it, I turned my head behind me. There’s a tall tower made of white bricks, and I could see everything, even the rooftop where Hoshibe-san was.


  “Woah, it’s true.”


  Akatsuki said as she tiptoed and looked.


  “Were you looking from such a place? You’re really a stalker, huh? “


  “You say that, but it’s all over now. Well, I just happened to come across this place while walking around.”


  I didn’t hear what they said..


  I could hear Asou-senpai yelling occasionally—but what I understood was them swaying greatly.


  That alone was enough for me to understand.


  They were having a heart-to-heart conversation.


  They were serious—ly facing each other.


  …Seriously, that’s quite a hassle.


  How could I not think about it after realizing such a thing?


  Was I really fine with keeping the status quo?


  I was so scared, so frightened of my constitution, my own wounds, and acted like I didn’t see that—but was I going to continue to be like this for the rest of my life?


  Akatsuki had already resolved herself to move forward.


  Was it fine for me to be the only one just trying to bluff my way through, content with the status quo?


  …Let’s not think of anything unnecessary.


  Let’s not say it’s fine to run away. Let’s not say it’s fine to bluff my way through. The only time when I felt it’s bad and all would definitely be when we were kids. I couldn’t tell Akatsuki how much I was suffering, and I ended up hospitalized. That fact wouldn’t change.


  But since you’ve stepped out, I had to go along with you.


  Because this wound wasn’t just mine.


  It’s also—yours too.


  “—Say, I’ll ask you again.


  From the front, Acchan looked me in the face.


  She stood one step beneath mine, and I sat down one step above. The height difference that was there the entire time was gone.


  “Why did you decide to…cure my constitution?”


  A heartfelt question. A heartfelt voice. Heartfelt words.


  It’s just that, how many walls I had to hit just to ask this question.


  I knew we might not be able to return to the past.


  I knew it might not end if we started.


  I was intruding upon Acchan’s intentions, heart and domain with my own feet. It’s an irreversible choice. I couldn’t compromise like before. It’s a choice both she and I had mutually agreed to.


  Most importantly, this constitution—the wound in my heart that had become independent of my will, was wailing away, saying that it’s scary.


  —I might end up dominated by her again.


  —I might end up being raised like a pet by her again.


  —I might end up hating Acchan again.


  These fears, these dreads, these anxieties, these rejections.


  I needed true resolve—to overcome them all.


  The name of this resolve…was definitely courage, I suppose.


  “…Nn. “


  What caused me to muster this courage? Acchan fiddled with the end of her ponytail, and her gaze wandered around, looking lost.


  “…If I leave you be, you’re going to make many girls cry. I said that, didn’t I? “


  “Yeah, so you say it’s your responsibility to prevent that, right?”


  “Yes…that’s one thing. But the other is—”


  While my heart tensed up, Acchan peered at me.


  “…Say, do you have a sick bag?”


  “Huh…no, I don’t get motion sickness.”


  “Okay. Thank goodness I prepared one for you. “


  Acchan rummaged through her handbag and pulled out a sick bag..


  “Here you go. Open it and hold it. It’ll come in handy, right? “


  She shoved the clean bag into my hands, and opened it beneath my face.


  What is this? We’re not riding on a car—


  “—And another thing is.”


  Acchan showed a bashful smile akin to melting ice.


   


  “I’d like to say I love you again someday, Kokkun,”


   


  She said so openly.


  Once again—


  “—Ugghh…!!!”


  A tremendous sense of nausea rose up from the bottom of my stomach. I couldn’t help but hunch my back and bring my face to the open sick bag. A terrifying spat of rashes ran all over my body. I felt like my entire body was in flames. The core of my brain seemed to stop thinking immediately, and a discomfort that messed my body up dominated my brain.


  —But.


  But,


  But then …!


  “…Guuh………………nn, haa!”


  I didn’t puke, and lifted my head from the sick bag.


  I gritted my teeth and swallowed the rising nausea. I emptied all the brain cells, and with utmost effort, I sent the discomfort flying away from my body.


  Acchan looked shocked.


  “Y-You swallowed?”


  “…It’s a good brunch…hehe.”


  The back of my throat felt a little sour, but that’s all.


  I managed to endure…the annoying allergies.


  —What? I could do it after all.


  “Ahh—now it’s ingrained in me.”


  I forced a smile as I returned the sick bag to Akatsuki.


  “Well, I definitely can’t leave this constitution unchecked…and I can’t let you take the initiative all the time.”


  “That’s it? I just confessed to you, didn’t I?”


  “At this time? Aren’t you an overbearing woman who’s always clinging onto old feelings?”


  Akatsuki pursed her lips unhappily.


  “Why do you make it sound like it’s someone else’s problem? You got all horny over me last night..”


  “I guess. I’ll give you that much. Your body is surprisingly erotic!”


  “…I can’t accept this …”


  Love’s not just about beautiful stuff. There’s also a need for desire, and intimate contact of desire.


  But—to fight this constitution, I definitely had to endure this much.


  I mustn’t lose to my desire. I mustn’t be defeated by instinct.


  I had to swallow both clean and dirty.


  And I had to muster the courage—to take it hard on.


  “Sorry for running away from you yesterday. Don’t worry, I’ll observe your body all over next time.”


  “Don’t get cocky now, you weakling! Don’t forget that I still have the initiative!”


  “That’s why I’m apologizing, alright? Spare me already. I really can’t endure this anymore now.”


  I was going to puke. Really. I would let out one huge vomit.


  Hmmm, Akatsuki showed a thin smile.


  Just when I had a bad feeling about this, Akatsuki climbed up the step, and looked down at me like a king.


  “Don’t worry, you’ll be cured of that. You can relax now, you know?”


  “Oh, ohhh…so why are you so close …?”


  “By the way…”


  Akatsuki arched her back slightly.


  And midway through, she looked into my eyes from up close..


  Her shirt collar dangled slightly, and I could peer into a slender bosom.


  “Based on the experiment results, it seems like you’re fine when you’re enamored by me.”


  Akatsuki gave a devilish smile.


  “So? About this point?…Am I right? “


  The infuriating thing was…


  —My heart just raced, but I couldn’t feel nausea or rashes.


   


  Jouji Haba ◆Dream


   


  Contrary to most expectations, everyone returned home peacefully.


  We took the cable car down the mountain, and went to the nearest bus stop. Asou-san came back with a major upset victory, and was acting like a service-minded kitten, completely at the mercy of Hoshibe-senpai.


  Hoshibe-senpai too wasn’t as aloof as he usually was, and ended up teasing the little devil Asou-san. Asou-san probably wasn’t used to being attacked, and she seemed flustered.


  Meanwhile, Kawanami-kun and Minami-san, who were a little distant, started chatting as if nothing happened. They weren’t flirting openly like Asou-san and Hoshibe-senpai, but the way they talked and touched felt a lot more casual than before.


  Irido-san, Higashira-san, and Mizuto Irido weren’t any different from before. Irido-san was boldly trying to join Mizuto Irido and Higashira-san’s conversation. Irido-san seemed a little reserved yesterday, but it seemed to be gone today.


  I watched from the very back of the room.


  They definitely had their own dramas over the past three days. I wasn’t involved in any of them. I didn’t think I had to be involved.


  I was fine just being in the background.


  I felt that’s my responsibility, my calling. There’s nothing to be scared about. I really felt the background was comfortable for me.


  “—Joe.”


  And yet, the main character shining brightest spoke to me, the background guy.


  “How’s the trip?”


  “…Not bad. It ended peacefully somehow.”


  “I guess so. Aisa finally managed to get attached.”


  Kurenai-san sat next to me, beaming happily. She had been the one putting in the most effort in the background regarding Asou-san.


  “We finally have a couple in our student council. It’s really strange. Someone next to me has a boyfriend, and I’m happy and also envious—”


  “Envious? You? Kurenai-san?”


  “Of course.”


  Kurenai-san stared at my face and gave a meaningful giggle.


  “I too wish to have a cute boyfriend, you know~?”


  “…Are you trying to imitate Asou-san? It doesn’t suit you.”


  “You’re not envious?”


  “I’ve never really wanted… a girlfriend.”


  That’s because if I was chosen, it meant that I couldn’t be a mob character/


  I was different from Asou-san. The exact opposite even. I didn’t want to be seen—I just wanted to be an observer, not the observed..


  Let’s just be an observer, a background character, completely devoid of personality..


  “—I just want to be in everyone’s background.”


  And that’s how everyone else could be propped up.


  I could handle all the troublesome stuff. I could settle all the little stuff. Everyone just had to do what they wanted to do.


  I could just be a blackrobe blending into the shadows of the stage, and be used for that purpose.


  That’s my value—to everyone.


  “I see.”


  The intelligent Kurenai-san understood everything from these words alone, and smiled.


  “I shall do this then.”


  Suddenly, something soft touched my cheek.


  “…Eh?”


  I turned around, and Kurenai-san quickly removed herself.


  And then—before her pink lips.


  “Shh.” She put her index finger and beamed.


  “If you don’t come out of the background—I’ll go to you.”


  That’s all she said.


  While I remained stunned, Kurenai-san returned to everyone—the center stage.


  I continued to stare at her back from the background while I felt the lingering feeling on my face.


  …That… that was.


  You’re the person—who’s more dazzling than anyone else.


  —I just wanted to be the one watching.


  “…………”


  Ahh damn it.


  I felt a little happy.


  The most dazzling actress shining on center stage, was waving at a black suit actor hidden in the pitch-dark darkness offstage—I was caught in such an uncomfortable and unworthy delusion.


  Really, stop that.


  You could be anyone, but I couldn’t believe that you’d be a nobody for my sake.


  —Please don’t show me such a feel good dream.


   


  Mizuto Irido ◆Goal in life


   


  We were on the train home, and Isana spent the entire time staring at her tablet.


  Maybe it’s more inconvenient to draw using a stylus pen on the train, but she’s just drawing with her finger. It’s rude to just stare at someone else’s work, but I was a little curious, so when she stopped, I would seize the opportunity to talk to her.


  “What are you drawing?”


  “Just a rough sketch.”


  Isana turned her tablet around, tilting her head as she modified something with her finger.


  “Have you figured out how to draw backgrounds?”


  “Ah, no, it’s the background.”


  “Is that so?”


  I brought her along on this trip because I wanted her to learn how to draw backgrounds…


  “I took photos of so much material, so I can just practice backgrounds slowly. There’s something else I want to draw now…”


  “Draw?”


  “Do you want to see it? It’s almost done”


  “If you’re okay with it, I’m interested.”


  Go ahead, Isana said as she handed the tablet to me.


  She had something aside from backgrounds that she wanted to draw? Was there something that could be an inspiration for Isana—


  And,


  I regretted looking at the rough sketch without being serious about it.


  A chill ran down my spine.


  I wasn’t some drawing expert, and I couldn’t tell how good it was, given that it’s just a rough sketch.


  That’s usually the case.


  But it’s obvious at first glance. She didn’t improve. She changed. I felt that a fundamental philosophy relating to painting had changed entirely.


  As to why, it’s because this painting had a soul.


  It’s not some mentalistic theory or a gut feeling. That’s what it was. It’s just a rough sketch of a pretty girl. And yet it looked alive. The girl on this tablet screen really looked like she existed there.


  Compared to Isana’s old drawings, I understood the reason immediately.


  It’s the expression.


  The illustrations Isana drew so far were all smiling pretty girl illustrations. There’s no substance to them. I just felt they were cute smiles. That’s all. They were just textbook expressions.


  But what about the rough sketch?


  The eyes were twisted in frustration. Tears. Clenched fists. A forced smile despite everything. The fluttering clothes. Disheveled hair like she was trampled upon.


  Everything explained themselves to me without words.


  It’s a love rejection scene.


  “Y-You…this is ….”


  “I saw Asou-senpai crying, and the inspiration came! It’s the ‘this is fine’ feeling. How is it~? Doesn’t it look sad~?”


  It’s no joke.


  I read quite a few light novels, but I hardly saw expressions with such strong wills.


  From up close, I saw someone’s love get rejected—that’s all.


  She probably noticed it.


  Where exactly was her talent?


  —I was rattled.


  It wasn’t just my body that was rattled. My heart—and soul too were.


  I experienced this chill a long time ago.


  It was the first time I read “The Dancing Princess of Siberia” back in the old study at the countryside home.


  I encountered my great grandfather’s life through words, and this time, I felt moved by it just like back then—no, moreso than back then. I was shaken by the human called Isana Higashira..


  Ahh—I couldn’t bluff myself anymore.


  I wanted to know more about her life. I wanted to be next to her, closer than anyone, and read the book—called Isana Higashira before anyone else in the world could.


  My future that had been drifting in the seas suddenly anchored itself..


  People.


  When they were moved by someone else’s talent, they naturally would have an inclination to help..


  They might even devote their lives to the cause.


   


  Yume Irido ◆A little courage, and a big desire


   


  “Now then, everyone, good work~! See you in school~!”


  “Well then, good job, everyone! See you at school!


  I saw a smiling Asou-senpai wave as she left with Hoshibe-senpai, feeling really happy for her, and felt really emotional after a long while.


  She made up her mind, mustered her courage, and didn’t give up even though she was rejected—


  —What about me then?


  Could I do the same as Asou-senpai? Could I convey my feelings without fooling my heart, and face the fear of change head on?


  To be honest, I thought.


  We probably would continue as we were for a while. After all, we’re not just a man and a woman. We’re siblings living under one roof. I couldn’t confess to him. We’re different from being ordinary classmates. Even if we were to get together—what if we were to break up again?


  It wouldn’t be a joke at that moment.


  It’s better to remain innocent. We couldn’t be reckless. We had to be realistic. We might have acted on feelings if we were just stepsiblings. But given our history in middle school, I had to be realistic even if I didn’t want to.


  Lovers would break up one day.


  It’s fine not to think about what’s beyond—since it would only involve others.


  I was too unprepared for the feelings that accelerated. That’s why I had to shelve them aside. I didn’t have to go out of the way to date him. Or rather, I could say that I was comfortable with our relationship at this moment.


  Nothing would change.


  We were just siblings.


  Could we just have such a life instead…maybe I would have thought so somewhere in my mind.


  But—I couldn’t help but think.


  A yearned love was fulfilled. The thoughts that lingered for a long while were repaid. I saw Asou-senpai walking happily next to the person she loved—I couldn’t help but think….


  —I was envious.


  I wanted to be…like that too.


  The necessary preparations were surely over. That’s what I learned from Asou-senpai.


  As long as I could face them seriously, I would receive a serious response..


  With a little courage, I could seize the happiness–


  The little fire in my heart ignited a giant flame.


  The name of the fire is courage.


  The name of the flame is desire.


  A little courage reaches out for a big desire.


   


  “I’m back~!”


  I opened the door and called out to the living room. The lights were on, so mom and uncle Mineaki should be there. Did they enjoy their couple time together over these three days?


  Mizuto, who returned with me, went up to the second floor quickly without he’s back. He’s so aloof even though he hadn’t seen them in three days. I should remind him next time.


  Even so, I wouldn’t really nag at him—it would be bad if the situation’s awkward when the confession came.


  …Yes. I would confess. I decided on it.


  But there’s a time limit.


  I would confess—within this year.


  Before then, I would do everything I could to get Mizuto to fall for me. Best case scenario would be if he confessed to me the entire time.


  Next year, we will return to being lovers again.


  If we couldn’t, I should do as Higashira-san did, and be mere stepsiblings.


  Of course, I didn’t want to think of such a future—but that’s why I had to plan. How should I approach him by the end of the year, over this month and a bit—


  “…Yume, welcome back.”


  I saw that the living room door was opened, and my mother was there.


  But—she looked a little distraught…no, troubled, right?


  “What’s wrong, mom? Did you enjoy…your Good Couple Day?”


  “No, we’re really happy. Thank you, Yume, for caring for us—it’s just that there is contact today…”


  “Contact?”


  “I actually wondered if I should tell you this…but after talking to Mine-kun, he said it’s better to mention it. He’s really a good person.”


  Mom smiled. I felt a strange sense of lovey-doveyness—but at this moment, I was more curious about this ‘contact’. Given her choice of words, it probably has something to do with me, right…?


  “Actually—”


  Mom said with a heavy tone.


  “—Your father wishes to meet you. Along with Mizuto-kun.”


Afterword


  It’s my eighth time writing this afterword, and there’s pretty much nothing left to write. After all, I do write some supplementary material for reading, but there’s really nothing to explain. This time, I’m writing while thinking ‘let’s have a color illustration of the girls after they just woke up’.


  Personally, I wasn’t someone who needed an afterword. I find it pointless to write a few pages of afterword, and in fact, of all my series, Myex is the only series with one. However, after accidentally writing one for the first volume, I ended up having to write for all 8 volumes. Ahhh it’s a hassle. Couldn’t I just tweet about it?


  Looking back, my student life was pretty much the same, and it felt like I remained lazy and inert over those sixteen years. Actually, back during middle school or so, I was pretty much sick and tired of school, and when I attended high school, it’s pretty much for gathering novel material. Not much else to say for college and such either.


  Now that I think about it, I guess I’m fortunate to have something I could truly dedicate myself to. The price of that is that I can’t remember a single classmate’s name or face now, and I pretty much think it doesn’t matter now, since I’ve been reading and writing novels seriously. I only had this option in mind, so Aisa and Yume’s fears were irrelevant to me.


  That said, I think I’ve had a special life. I wouldn’t say anything irresponsible like ‘Don’t be scared of anything, just do it!’, but doing something with sincerity does make things interesting, whether it’s a novel, manga, games, or love. When I look at the characters in Myex, I start to see things that they’re truly mustering their courage for, and I can’t be happier as the author.


  But well—this might not coexist with love at the same time.


   


  The next volume, volume nine, would round up the foreshadowing from volume six. What am I talking about? Please read it through again. A mysterious unidentified uncle showed up and disappeared, you know?


  The anime production is also proceeding in an orderly manner. As the author, I’m pretty much at the state of showing the ‘beginning’ to everyone. Nobody’s thinking that just seeing Mizuto and Yume’s reunion is a happy ending, right?


   


  And so, this is ‘My Stepsister is my ex volume 8 – It’s time to get serious’ by Kyousuke Kamishiro. In conclusion, the most serious of them all is Isana Higashira
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